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Аннотация
A coming-of-age novel marked by molestation and unforgiving elders, concluding with a battle royal.
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EVERY BITTER THING
by
Hardy Jones

I dedicate this book to my father and wife. Father was the first and greatest storyteller I knew; and without my wife�s love and support this book would not have been possible.


CHAPTER 1

Dad was always friends with butchers. No matter where we lived�and we lived in a lot of places�Dad found someone to feed his craving for steak. When I was twelve and we lived at 22 Tonawanda Drive, Dad found a Lebanese butcher named Sid who ran the meat market in a small IGA grocery store. But Dad never bought a steak from the display case. He always had Sid show him the choicest sirloin and filet mignon�meat that other shoppers had no idea existed, or so it seemed the first time I accompanied Dad on a buy. Unlike the other shoppers, we walked behind the counter, invited by Sid. He smiled wide and I noticed he was missing a tooth, a canine, on the left side.
I followed Dad, who walked like he knew how everything was to be conducted and would result, into the open freezer. A yellow light bulb hung above us and a sad-colored cement floor was below us. I breathed extra deep, exhaled, and watch a faint cloud of my breath. Sid partly closed the freezer door and walked around the other side of the wooden table in the middle of the freezer. Boxes sat on the table, and from them Sid pulled out huge hunks of meat. This meat, I was certain, never made it out front to the display case. Knowing this exhilarated me, made me feel special, and it was all due to Dad.
Once Sid unwrapped all of the meat, Dad stepped up to the table and began evaluating. He treated a steak, or meat about to become one, the same way jewelers do a rough diamond. I didn�t know what Dad was looking for in the meat. I just knew that no matter which one he picked, we were going to have some delicious, slightly bloody monsters on the grill that night.
Sid, whose voice had a throaty rough trace of Arabic, spoke quickly to Dad, pointing out each meat�s particular positive points.
�I know meat, you sonofabitch,� Dad said. �You ain�t got to tell me nothing.�
Sid smiled, but I was on the wrong side to see his missing tooth, so I imagined its empty space.
There was silence. Sid smiled, Dad evaluated, and I breathed clouds.
�This one,� Dad said, pointing to the meat in the middle with gray veins marbling its interior.
Sid nodded and fixed his mouth to speak but remained silent.
�I want them two inches thick,� Dad said.
Sid laid the red meat on the stainless steel slicer. �Like this?� he asked, holding the steak up for Dad to see.
�A little thicker.�
Sid nodded, smiled, and I saw the missing canine�s space. Another slab of meat fell to the side and Sid held it up.
�Give me five more just like that.�
�You want that first one?� Sid asked.
�Hell no!�
Right then I knew where the meat in the display case came from.
* * *
Roger and James were the grandsons of an old couple that lived across the street, and, since Dad was fairly friendly with the grandparents, they were the only playmates he allowed me to have over. Dad preferred I play at home because he had a fear that I would be kidnapped. I didn�t know if he thought this because he loved me so much, or if he just didn�t like the thought
of parting with a big chunk of ransom money. I even had to ride my bike at home. �That�s why I got this big yard,� was Dad�s answer every time I pointed out this absurdity. But Dad never budged on this point and I had a rut worn around the perimeter of our two-acre corner lot.
After returning from the butcher shop, Roger, James and I were on the trampoline wrestling, having a free-for-all. We never saw much reason for using the trampoline for its actual purpose. For us, it was a bouncy, soft wrestling ring. Born only a year apart, Roger and James could have passed for twins. Only, James was shorter than Roger, who was older and the same height as me. Both of them were in high school�a freshman and a sophomore�but I was heavier and used my girth to my advantage, throwing them down several times while I remained standing in the middle of the octagonal trampoline. When they stood, they worked as a team whose main objective was to topple me. James dove low and grabbed my legs; I tried to jump out of his hold, and got my left foot free, but before I could do the same with the right, Roger put me in a headlock, and with only one leg free, I couldn�t�no matter how fiercely I grunted�remain upright. Of course Dad emerged from the house just at that moment to witness me getting pinned on my own trampoline.
�Y�all let my fat ass boy up so he can help grill some steaks,� Dad said, �then take your asses back across the street to your grandparents� house.�
Roger and James, smirking, said goodbye and made their way across the street. They didn�t laugh out loud because they had seen Dad blow up before, and they knew how quickly Dad�s venom could be redirected at them.
Usually, when Dad stood in front of the grill with steaks hissing over the fire, he became exuberant with his stories from World War II, stories from his time as a truck driver, and stories
of his family. I didn�t mind helping Dad grill because once he began his stories, there would be less cursing of me. But this time, after Dad saw me pinned, I wasn�t looking forward to helping him.
An unleveled, dilapidated red brick patio shaded by an ancient oak tree was where Dad liked to set up the grill. The grill itself was nothing spectacular to look at: just a simple rectangle,
flat-black, with two wheels underneath that were a pain to pull over the projecting bricks. Dad always set up the grill a few feet from the back door and Mom, while she boiled the potatoes, tossed the salad, and baked two loaves of garlic bread, could look out the kitchen window and see us.
As Dad�s assistant, I had two main jobs: getting him a new beer when he finished one and carrying the steaks out for him. It was dusk and Dad was grilling three of the steaks we had
bought earlier. The first two steaks were on the grill, and I ran my finger around the tray with the last steak, dangerous and time-consuming I knew, but I wanted the mixture of garlic, black
pepper, and oregano to pop again in my mouth.
�Stop that, damn it,� Dad said as he snatched the tray from me. �Run get me another beer.�
A minor scold, yes, but I considered this encounter a victory.
Dad was as particular about his beer as he was his steaks, and he only drank Michelob, the regular, not the Light, and never from a can.
Dad, hands shoved in his back pockets, stood in front of the grill shrouded in smoke while Pal and Mountie, our German shepherd and Malamute, lay at his feet, panting and drooling. Smelling the steaks, my mouth watered. I handed Dad his beer.
�You didn�t shake it, did you?�
�No, sir.�
He twisted off the top and bent it between his pointer finger and thumb, making a sharppointed mini-football. �Bet you can�t do that,� Dad said. �Big as you are, you ain�t got the strength to pull a fart out of a lard bucket.� He lit a Camel (non-filter) and lowered the lid on the grill.
I stood five-foot four inches, weighed a hundred-twenty-five pounds, had always been the tallest and heaviest kid in my class, and I had strength, just not enough to impress Dad. He thought I should be working out and lifting weights, but Mom told him I was too young.
�You�re trying to make him a man,� Mom always said, �when he ain�t had time to be a boy.�
Actually, I wanted to lift weights. How else was I going to grow into a powerful NFL defensive lineman? I really wanted to be a running back, a powerhouse like Earl Campbell, but on numerous occasions Dad assured me that I would eat my way out of any position that required speed and coordination. I didn�t play organized football because the pee-wee teams were put together by age and weight, and I was fifteen pounds over the twelve-year old weight limit; the coach wanted me for the team and suggested I cut a hole in a garbage bag and run every day after school. Mom and Dad both objected to that.
�You�re not aggressive enough,� Dad said, taking a swig of his beer. �Not sure of yourself. And you�re soft.� He poked me in the belly. �Starting tomorrow I�m gonna hit you every time I walk by you. Every time I see you�re not paying attention. That�ll toughen you up.�
I looked at Dad, silhouetted in the dusky light. His nose had been broken when another man kicked him in the face as they climbed an obstacle course wall during basic training in the
Navy. As a result, it resembled a twisted eagle�s beak and showed the wear of a lifetime of head-to-head battles. Dad�s hands were thick, wide pallets, and his forearms rippled even when relaxed. He stood just under six feet and had a graying receding hairline.
A backhand caught my left eye.
�You said you�d start hitting me tomorrow.�
�You can�t always believe what people say. No one! Fuck them before they can fuck you. That�s the key to life, son: you�ve got to beat the other guy to the fuck.�
I watched the smoke spew from the grill as Dad checked the steaks. What could I say to him? What he said sounded pretty cut and dry. But was it true?
�Everything in the house is ready,� Mom said. Her brown hair was wet above the ears. She worked in the greenhouse all day, keeping Royal Nursery alive. We had two greenhouses, a forty-eight-footer and a seventy-two-footer, and they were both made of hard plastic and sat side-by-side. Only Dad had turned the smaller one into what he called �the birdhouse,� which sat next to the patio where we grilled and was roamed by chickens, quail, and pheasants.
I knew Mom didn�t see Dad backhand me. If she had, she would have said something to him. Mom was one of the rare people who spoke her mind to Dad. I didn�t say anything to her
about it because he hadn�t hit me that hard. And I didn�t want them to start fighting, because then Dad might hit Mom like he had when I was younger, and I�d rather he hit me.
Though she�d been on her feet all day potting, tending, and selling plants, Mom didn�t join us at the wrought-iron table. She was short, a little heavy (Dad said she was skinny till she had me), and twenty years younger than Dad. That made her closer to the same age as my classmates� parents, while Dad was older than most of my classmates� grandparents. I knew for sure he was older than Roger�s and James�s grandparents. Mom�s family was half Cajun and half Indian, but none of her relatives, all of whom lived back in the cypress marshes of southwestern Louisiana, agreed on the tribe. Still, Mom had the prominent cheekbones that everyone in her family said was a sign that they were part Indian and her skin had a faint terra cotta hue.
Mom stood by the table a moment longer before going back into the house. She was Dad�s fifth and sixth wife. Though they divorced when I was six, they only stopped living together for a couple of weeks. Mom filed for the divorce because of Dad�s temper and his violence. The judge gave her custody of me and we rented a trailer in the back of a trailer park�sorry, Mom always corrected me and made me call it a �mobile community��on the other side of Pensacola. Dad showed up two weeks later and brought us to a house�not this one, but its predecessor. He said he�d sign the papers on the new house as soon as he got Mom�s OK, but she didn�t give it until the end of the month, when the rent came due on the trailer. All that time, Dad stayed in the trailer with us. Mom and Dad even shared the same bed, from his first night there until our last. If I had not been in the courtroom when the judge announced their divorce, I wouldn�t have believed that they ever had been.
* * *
�Best steak sauce in the world,� Dad said, thrusting a slice of steak into his mouth. His eyes glowed much in the way that they did when he was angry, but without the edge of craziness. We were at the dining table. Blood dripped from his steak and the meat inside was bright pink. All of our steaks were pink inside. Dad insisted we eat them cooked in the correct manner: his way. I had learned to love the taste of blood mixed with garlic and spice.
Our dining room table was a long dark brown rectangle with extensions at each end. We never used the extensions, because that would make the table twelve feet and it was already six and took up most of the room. A narrow path ran from the kitchen past the head of the table, where Dad always sat, to the back hallway that split in two. To the left was Mom and Dad�s room, straight ahead was the bathroom, and to the right was my room: a small square box the same size as Mom and Dad�s room.
The dining room table was where we spent a lot of time, and from it we looked out through two barred windows onto the wooden deck where the hot-tub was submerged; beyond the deck was the Olympic-size swimming pool. It was a Buster Crabbe model. Dad wanted it specifically because he respected Mr. Crabbe as a swimmer and one fine Tarzan. Supposedly if you gave Mr. Crabbe five thousand dollars, he would come out and autograph your pool. I never understood where he was going to sign his name on a pool.
Dad took pride in the pool because he had been captain of the swim team at his military high school and while at Texas A&M. He was going to try out for the Olympics but was drafted
into the Navy and sent to the South Pacific for three years. Because of his tour of duty, Dad would not buy anything Japanese: electronics, automobiles, cameras�nothing.
After dinner that night, Dad showed us his newest purchase: A big screen TV that measured 52-inches and an accompanying VCR. At the time, 1981, both were fairly new to the market, at least that�s what the delivery man told Dad. We were the first ones on Tonawanda Drive to have one, or at least I believed so because Donnie and the other kids at school never talked about watching tapes on TV.
The 52-inch TV was encased in a wooden shelf, had a roll-away cover for the screen, and a mirror on the bottom part that had to be pulled out in order to project the picture onto the big screen. When closed, the TV resembled a huge free-standing closet in our living room. All through dinner Dad had a little smirk on his face as he devoured his steak and boiled potato covered with butter and sour cream. Mom was too tired to notice his smirk. She sat across from me, and I got a good look at her: the gray that shaded her eyes and the slight wrinkles making their way from her cheeks to her mouth. Yet Mom still did not look her age. Thirty-five was as high as most men guessed when they shopped for plants, to make up to their wives was what Mom would say after they left, and flirted with her in the process. None ever thought she was actually forty-four, and all believed her to be Dad�s daughter, not his wife. But Mom always set them straight�at least about her marital status.
When the Curtis Mathes�definitely not a Japanese name�delivery men arrived as we finished dinner, I understood what Dad�s smirk was about. Dad often made lone buys and had
them delivered unannounced. Mom cleaned the dishes, put up the extra salad�there were never any leftover steaks�and stayed in the kitchen while Dad was shown all the special functions of
his new toys. Dads looked happy like a little boy, smiling and flush in the face. As happy as Dad was, I could tell Mom was just as angry. She didn�t say anything in front of the delivery men, but I braced myself for what was to come.
�You just had to piss away some more money,� Mom said. �We�ve got a TV in our bedroom, and Wesley�s got one in his room. Why did we need this monstrosity?�
�It�s my money,� Dad said, bent over in front of the VCR, trying to find some button. �I�ll piss it all away and won�t leave you with nothing.�
�That�s a fine attitude with the nursery hardly making any money.�
Dad turned around like a snake about to strike, and had that evil glow in his eyes. Mom looked away from him and sat in her felt recliner. It was over, a little nothing of an argument. I had prepared for much worse, but maybe I was overly cautious. After all, I had witnessed all-out marital warfare for most of my twelve years.
Dad was angry because he didn�t like hearing Mom say they weren�t making much money. Dad�s father died in 1955, long before I came along, but everything Grandfather touched turned to money. With only a third-grade education, he was a millionaire by the time he was thirty-five years old. Dad told me this. He spoke of his father as a legendary figure. Grandfather got in early on the West Texas oil fields, and once the money started rolling in, he branched out into cattle and bought massive amounts of farmland which he leased out. Dad never did anything so economically grand. He made quite a bit of money, from what he told me, driving truck, but never becoming a prosperous businessman itched at Dad.
The new TV and VCR were in the living room, which was separated from the dining room by what seemed to be a small arch. At least that was what Dad called it. But to me it looked more like a door that was cut too big by the builders. The living room�s two windows also had bars on them, just as all the windows and exterior doors of the house did. Mom�s felt recliner was tan; next to it sat Dad�s recliner, a walnut leather with brass buttons running around the edge of the arm rests. His chair was twice as large as Mom�s, and it sat more directly in front of the big screen TV. The first show Dad watched on the new TV was M*A*S*H, his favorite, though Mom and I did our best to tolerate it. �That�s how my unit in the war was,� Dad said, �everyone cutting up with each other, no one paying attention to rank.� I pulled a dining-table chair into the living
room and sat to the right of Dad.
Dad liked M*A*S*H, but little else on TV, except for the nightly world news. Because of this, he had the bad habit of channel surfing, or �flipping the button,� as Mom called it. Neither she nor Dad ever called a remote control by its name. It was always the button. Mom was tired, mad at Dad, so she went to bed early.
�Be sure and go to bed soon,� Mom said, and touched me tenderly on the shoulder. She didn�t say good night to Dad, and he didn�t look at her as she walked to their room. Even though
it was summer, Mom still wanted me to get plenty of sleep. She didn�t understand that a major point of summer vacation was staying up late.
Dad winked at me when Mom told me to get to bed soon, and I knew I wouldn�t be laying my head on a pillow any time soon.
Dad went to the kitchen and I got out of the hard, straight-backed dining-table chair and eased into Mom�s recliner. I only sat in Dad�s chair when he was out of the house. Any other
time, his chair was off limits. Dad returned with a tall cold glass of milk and a freshly opened package of Devil�s Food cookies, one in his mouth. He sat the package on the left arm of his chair, the side closest to me.
�Look at what else I got,� Dad said. He popped open a rectangular plastic case and out came a large tape. He handed me the case and walked to the VCR. On the case, letters spelled out the name �Bruce Lee,� a name I had heard Donnie and other boys mention at school. But the cookies, at that moment, held more of my attention. Dad, his back to me, was bent over the VCR, and was having trouble getting the tape bay to rise like the delivery men had showed him it would.
�Open up you sonofabitch!�
This was my chance to snag a cookie, but my hand wouldn�t move. They were less than two feet away but I couldn�t make myself take one. Dad caught me earlier sneaking the seasoning, but that was not the same as taking one of his cookies without permission. Dad, after a little more cursing and poking, got the tape in the VCR. He looked at the cookies, and I knew he counted them. He didn�t say anything, only grinned as he sat down.
Dad unfastened his khakis, the only type of pants he ever wore, and slung his right leg over the arm of the recliner. When Dad sat like this, he was ready to remain seated for a few hours. He ate another cookie in two bites, gulped half of his milk, and wiped away the white mustache before offering me one. He held the cookies only inches from my face, and I feared he might shove them into my mouth the way he did the tape into the VCR.
�Take one,� he said. �I know you�re dying to have one.� I reached for a cookie. �That�s why your ass is so wide now.�
I stopped.
�Don�t change your mind now. One more cookie ain�t gonna make you any fatter.�
�I don�t want it.�
�You want this cookie like a hog wants slop.�
�No I don�t.� I placed my hands in my lap and turned my head to look at the TV.
The movie began in silence.
At first, I was disappointed in the movie. Bruce Lee, from what the kids said at school, was this awesome fighter. But at the beginning of the movie, he wasn�t allowed to fight because
his father gave him a necklace and told Bruce he couldn�t fight as long as he wore it. I wondered if Dad might do the opposite: buy me a necklace and tell me I had to fight as long as it was around my neck. Bruce�s necklace eventually got ripped off by one of the bad guys, and the buttkicking commenced.
�Me and Johnny Shirk,� Dad said, �whooped a gang like that once.�
Dad always interrupted movies with his stories. If it was one that he had told me before, I could generally tune him out.
�We were out in Long Beach sitting in a truck stop about four in the morning when these bikers came in, all loud and cranked up. Johnny had been a POW in Korea and Nam, luckless bastard. They beat him in the head so much that the VA had to put a metal plate in him when he returned. Had the mind of a twelve-year-old but was strong as a bull. He held a washing machine on his back for forty-five minutes one time when he got wedged on the steps of this family�s basement. In his face, you could see Johnny wasn�t quite right, so those bikers thought he�d be easy to pick on. He wasn�t, though, and neither was I.�
This was a new story. Dad had my attention.
�They took Johnny�s cap off and were playing keep away with it as I paid our check. I walked outside, figuring they�d give his cap back once they saw us leaving. They didn�t. Instead they followed us outside, and made a circle around Johnny, throwing the cap all around. I carried a bicycle chain in my coat pocket when I was on the road, and whipped that thing out and clocked the biker nearest to me. He was a big bastard and fell hard. When Johnny saw him fall, he started throwing punches like a dervish, and I swung that chain for all it was worth. We had all those bikers on the ground in less than three minutes. We left them bleeding and moaning and got back on the road.�
Dad grinned. The memory pleased him, and since it was one I had never heard, he must not have thought of it often, but seeing Bruce on a rampage brought it back.
�That little China man can whoop some ass,� Dad said. �You got to be quick and coordinated to do that.� Dad ate another cookie. �That�s why you�d never be able to do it.�
�I would too.�
�You can�t walk across the yard without stumbling.�
Staying up late was what I had wanted to do, but I wasn�t staying up with Dad and his mouth. Big screen TV and all, I headed to my room.
�Can�t take it, huh?� Dad said.
�I ain�t got to take it.�
�You do as long as you�re my son.� Dad grabbed me from behind and threw me back into Mom�s recliner. �Fight back, fat ass. Show me your Bruce Lee moves.� He pinched my flabby chest�he knew that was the body part I was most conscious of�and slapped my belly. �All that talk and you let an old man get the best of you.�
�What�s going on here?� said Mom, who had suddenly appeared in the doorway.
�Wesley was showing me his kung-fu moves.�
�What kind of father are you?�
�Evidently I�m the type of father who is tougher than his weakling son.�
�Come here, Wesley,� Mom said.
�That�s right, run to Mama you Mama�s boy.�
Mom tried to hug me but I pushed her away and went to my room, where I lay in bed with my head under the pillow which did not block out the sounds of them yelling and cursing each other for the next hour. Mom ended the fight by saying, �Unlike you, I have to work tomorrow and need to get some sleep.�

CHAPTER 2

Other than that one backhand, Dad, over the next few days, didn�t hit me. But he found a way to make sure I was hit, and often: tae kwon do lessons.
The Bruce Lee movie, I knew, was what gave Dad the idea, although he claimed he had thought about it for a while. I didn�t ask for tae kwon do lessons and didn�t know I was going to be taking lessons till Dad drove me to the largest dojo in town. It was run by Mr. Bollars, a fifth-degree black belt. Mr. Bollars was in his 30s, with shiny black shoulder-length hair and a matching mustache. Dad didn�t approve of long hair, and by Dad�s standards Mr. Bollars�s was far too long. He also believed that mustaches were nasty, that they only served to collect bits of food and allow them to fester. After seeing the Bruce Lee movie, I was let down seeing that an American might be the one who was going to teach me the fighting secrets of the Orient.
After shaking hands with Dad and me, Mr. Bollars led me into his office, around which were trophies�some small, some tall, and a few with medals draped over them. Mr. Bollars was in his gi, which was white and trimmed in black. We sat at his desk and he asked me why I wanted to study tae kwon do. I could tell him about the Bruce Lee movie, but if I did, I felt that
he wouldn�t take me seriously. I also knew that if I came out of this office not enrolled, Dad would be let down; and when he was let down, he became angry, which I didn�t want.
�Some older boys,� I said, making up a story on the spot, �have been picking on me.� Mr. Bollars stroked his mustache and nodded wisely. I used James and Roger as the models for this story and was readily accepted into the dojo.
We walked out of the office and Mr. Bollars handed me a plastic bag with a folded white gi in it; the gi looked like his except it lacked the handsome black trim. �Bring him back tomorrow night,� Mr. Bollars told Dad.
On the drive home, Dad said, �This�ll make you a man. Teach you to be assertive and disciplined.� We stopped at a red light and Dad leaned towards me. �I want you to take care of that uniform by yourself.� Dad pressed his pointer finger into the plastic, and I could feel the pressure from his finger on my thigh. �That means keeping it clean and putting it on properly.�
Keeping possessions clean was important to Dad and keeping my body and especially my pimple-riddled face clean was important to Mom. Though twelve, I had the shine of an oversexed, greasy sixteen-year-old. I would stare at my face in Mom�s lighted mirror, glasses off, a reflection blinding me from my cheeks and forehead, and white puss mounds bubbling from
my neckline. These pimples extended to my chest, red dots on flabby bitch-tits�that�s what Donnie and the other boys called them, always pointing them out when we changed for P.E..
The gi�s top opened at the chest, and I didn�t want my chest showing. A T-shirt, white and cotton, would take care of the situation. Or so I thought till the next night when I was getting ready for my first tae kwon do lesson and Dad walked into my room. �You a queer or something? Take that damn shirt off and put your belt on, it�s almost time to go.�
Class started at seven and it was just now six o�clock; Dad never liked to be late, and on time wasn�t good enough either; after all those years of making timed deliveries across the
nation, Dad always had to arrive earlier than expected. He left my room and I took off the T-shirt, but I kept pulling the top of my gi together to keep as much of my pimpled chest hidden as
possible. My belt was white, the lowest of the low in the martial arts world, and I was having a fit attempting to tie it. Directions and a diagram came with the gi, but they didn�t help me get the
belt tied properly. Since Dad had already checked on me once, I had to get this belt tied soon. I needed help, but I wasn�t about to go to Dad, who would laugh at me, yell and curse, and still not
tie the belt or show me how. Mom was the one for tasks that required patience.
Besides patience, Mom also had a knack of knowing when I needed help. I didn�t know if this was because she was part Indian or not. But right on cue, Mom entered my bedroom. The first thing she did was to take the belt, which was knotted and twisted due to my failed attempts, from around my waist, and she looked at the diagram, imitating the maneuvers in the air. Her lips moved silently as she read, and her arms moved without the aid of eyes, which she never took off the diagram.
The back door slammed and I knew Dad was making his last trip to my room. There would be no putting him off this time. Mom sensed this and snatched me to her roughly and ran the belt around my waist. I held my hands away from my sides, like a boy about to take flight, and I had my back to Mom and faced the door, looking for Dad, hoping he wouldn�t walk in and
see Mom tying my belt for me.
�You do every damn thing for that boy!�
We were too slow.
�You better live to be a hundred or that boy�ll be lost without you.� That was a popular saying of Dad�s.
�He has to get his belt tied,� Mom answered, still standing behind me. �You want him to be late for his first lesson?�
�I want him to be able to put on his own uniform.�
�He will. Just give him time.�
�No he won�t. Not as long as you do it for him. You might as well go take the lessons for him too.�
�Don�t be silly.� That was one of Mom�s favorite expressions.
They were quiet, and I stood between them waiting to see if this exchange was going to escalate.
�Are you gonna take him to his lesson,� Mom said, �or do you want me to?�
The dojo was a forty-five minute drive, and Dad didn�t say anything the whole way. He listened to only one radio station, the easy listening station, and it played softly. The dojo was in a strip mall, between a TG&Y and a Japanese restaurant, the kind where the chefs cooked your food in front of you. Once at the dojo, Dad took a seat in the waiting area. The only other people there were an older Hispanic couple, but they didn�t look to be older than Dad. But few people I saw were older than Dad. There were some folding chairs, about a dozen, in the waiting area, and Dad took the one nearest the front, just on the other side of the black metal tube that separated the waiting area from the workout area.
All of the students were kids, and I appeared to be the youngest, but as usual not the smallest. I was larger than all the boys except for a few teenagers, and one of the teenagers was a black belt. But his gi didn�t have the black trim like Mr. Bollars�s. I was nervous, but ready to learn those flying kicks and board-breaking chops that I had heard about. I walked around the workout area, which was covered with a thin tan carpet and had black metal tubes running along the two long side walls. Some students were stretching on them, while others just stood against them talking, which was what Donnie did. At school, Donnie never mentioned that he took tae kwon do, so I figured he must be a new student like me�his parents making him take classes to keep him occupied for the summer. He wore a white belt but he seemed to already have friends here, so I didn�t think he was as new as I was. I turned away from him before he saw me and headed toward the back wall, which was entirely mirrors. In front of it hung a gray punching bag. The teenage black belt was punching and kicking it and quick snorts came from his nose with every strike of the bag. He looked Hispanic, just like the couple sitting in the waiting area with Dad.
Mr. Bollars walked out of his office and into the workout area and the black belt quit hitting the bag. �Formation!� he yelled. Everyone immediately stopped what they were doing and ran to the center of the floor, placing their right arms out to measure the distance between them and the next person. I noticed that all the colored belts ran to the front and the white belts to the back, so I made my way to the back and stuck out my right arm. Although the person next to me was obviously far enough away, I wanted to make sure and do as the others.
Mr. Bollars walked to the front of the class and the black belt bowed to him and stepped to the side, but did not join the rest of us in formation. Mr. Bollars clapped his arms to his sides
and bowed to us. We did the same. Bowing made me feel like I was on my way to fighting like Bruce Lee. But first we had to stretch: we stretched standing, we stretched sitting, and we stretched lying. After stretching, we divided into four teams of a half-dozen people based on our belt colors. There were two red belts, the black belt, Mr. Bollars, and they each took a team and
showed us how to punch. My team had Mr. Bollars and that was good, because if Dad saw one of those red belts teaching me I could hear him yelling out in the middle of the class: �Bollars, what the hell am I paying you for if you�re going to have a red belt kid teach my son?�
Mr. Bollars had us get in a straight line with our feet shoulder-width apart, our fists at the ready just under our chests, and told us to breathe through our noses instead of our mouths.
Several high-pitched nasal whines sounded off around the dojo.
Mr. Bollars inspected our stances, kicking our feet wider apart or closer together, depending on which was needed. I was next to last in the line and everyone before me had their stance corrected. I moved my feet further apart after Mr. Bollars kicked another�s apart. The next person, he moved his feet closer together, and I did likewise. I wanted to be the one who did not
have his feet moved by Mr. Bollars because that would impress Dad, and I hoped that on the drive home he might say: I�m proud of you, son.
But moving my feet every time Mr. Bollars corrected someone�s stance worked against me. By the time he got to me, I had no idea how wide my shoulders were. My left foot felt like it
was too far in, and my right foot felt too far out. Mr. Bollars was about to inspect my stance, and I thought about rearranging my feet for the hundredth time, but decided against it. If I did have
the proper stance, I didn�t want to mess it up.
Mr. Bollars looked me up and down stroking his mustache, and I wasn�t sure if that was a good sign or not. He had stroked his mustache when I told my lie about Roger and James bullying me, so I was pretty sure this act indicated thought. But what was he thinking? Was I in so pitiful of a stance that he was considering telling me to leave? Or was I the first white belt he
had had who nailed the shoulder-width stance?
A swift kick moved my right foot in and answered my question. The ride home would not go as I had hoped. The last boy in line was freckle-faced and bony Donnie. Since we were in
the same group, he had noticed me and had just seen Mr. Bollars correct my stance. He had reddish hair that was cut in a circle around his head and got thicker the higher it went on his head. His gi was too small for him, his pants stopped just below his knees and his shirt barely covered his elbows. But appearances can be misleading.
�Good job, Donnie.�
Donnie smiled and revealed overlapping, jagged teeth. I now had another reason to hate him.
Mr. Bollars faced us, assumed the same stance, breathed deeply through his nose, punched, and the sleeve of his gi snapped.
He had us punch as a group for the next few minutes. We punched a few times and then Mr. Bollars lowered our extended arms if we punched too high and the opposite if we punched too low. My punches were neither too high nor too low. They were crooked.
�Damn boy can�t punch straight!� Dad�s voice silenced the dojo. Mr. Bollars walked toward Dad and stopped at the metal tube.
�Mr. Royal, I can�t have you yelling out and using that type of language in front of my students.�
�But he can�t even punch straight. I knew I shouldn�t have wasted money on lessons.�
I wished Dad�s tongue would fall out. It was one thing for him to run me down at home; I could take my lumps without an audience. But now there was one, and they�especially Donnie
who pointed and laughed�took turns casting their eyes on me. I wondered if Mr. Bollars was going to make us leave. He stroked his mustache again, so I knew he was thinking. I hoped he�d come to a decision before Dad reached full rampage.
�Se�or, it is your son�s first night of tae kwon do.� It was the Hispanic man. He scooted to the chair next to Dad. �You can�t expect him to be perfect.�
�I can expect a twelve-year old boy big enough to go bear hunting with a switch to punch straight.�
�He will,� Mr. Bollars said. �All he needs is practice.�
�That is all,� the Hispanic man said. �Then he will be a black belt like my Rubin.�
�Not if he can�t punch straight,� Dad answered
�Stop disturbing the class,� Mr. Bollars said, �and I�ll teach him to punch properly.�
Dad gripped the metal tube. If he stood, I could kiss tae kwon do lessons good bye, because Dad would jump on Mr. Bollars, who, I thought, sensed this and took a step back. Dad�s knuckles turned white on the black tube, but he didn�t stand.
Mr. Bollars came back to us and stood in front of me, and while my back was to Dad, thanks to the mirrors lining the back wall, Dad was still in my line of sight. The Hispanic man spoke to Dad, who often grinned for short bursts, and then his face would turn serious for a moment before another grin broke it up. Dad, after a few more words and grins, let go of the metal tube.
Mr. Bollars paired off the other students and had them work on their punching while he started back at the beginning with me. Feet shoulder-width apart, knees bent, and hands balled
into fists resting chest high. Mr. Bollars stood closely, and his body blocked the mirrors, so although I knew Dad could see me, I was relieved that I couldn�t see him.
�I want you to punch slowly, Wesley. With your right hand, punch me over the heart.�
Easy enough, but I hit Mr. Bollars�s shoulder.
�Try again, Wesley. Just take a deep breath and punch for my heart.�
A deep breath? Bruce Lee, when he whipped butt in the movie, didn�t take any deep breaths. He did some yells though, and those yells always came before he laid out some poor sap.
�Hiiiii-yaaaah!� Softly, my fist landed over Mr. Bollars�s heart.
Just as Dad�s voice brought the dojo to a standstill, so, too, did my yell. Mr. Bollars�s eyes grew wide and a thin smile emerged from under his mustache. �When you yell, you punch
straight. Try it again to make sure it isn�t luck.�
�Hiiiii-yaaaah!� Again, I was accurate. Applause came from the other students. Rubin, I noticed, clapped the loudest and encouraged others to put their hands together. Donnie clapped like a girl, only using his first two fingers.
Mr. Bollars had me punch over his heart and then the left side of his chest with my other fist until he was happy that my crooked punches were straightened out. He backed away from me and I saw that Rubin�s father and Dad were gone. I had finally done something right and Dad missed it.
�Now that you�re landing the punches where you want them,� Mr. Bollars said, �we have to make certain they pack a pop when they land.�
Again I bent my knees, and Mr. Bollars told me to rotate my torso when I punched, making sure I got all of my body behind the blow. Mr.Bollars stood next to me and demonstrated
one of his sleeve-snapping punches. I repeated the movement for the next few minutes, and Mr. Bollars slipped on a hand-mitt and held it at chest level in front of me.
�Use your size to your advantage,� Mr. Bollars said. �Put all your weight behind it and make my hand sting.�
Mr. Bollars wanted me to make his hand sting, and for this I did more yelling and lay into the leather. His hand went back.
�Good. Now again.�
I yelled and punched, putting all of my weight behind my fists. My teacher smiled with each punch I threw. Sweat from my fists soon smeared the mitt and my hands smarted, but when
I looked up and saw Dad standing at the door with his hands thrust in his back pockets and a crooked smile on his face I pounded the mitt harder.
�Slow down, Wesley,� Mr. Bollars said. �This is your first night, don�t go so hard. Your body isn�t used to it.�
I breathed hard and sucked wind through my mouth, not my nose, as Mr. Bollars had shown us, and sweat dripped on the floor, leaving little dark brown spots.
�You did good, Wesley,� Mr. Bollars said, taking off the mitt. �You�re going to come back tomorrow?�
�Yes, sir.�
Rubin called formation and we bowed to Mr. Bollars who said, �Class dismissed.�
Parents drove in front of the dojo to pick up their kids. Some of the kids, whose parents hadn�t arrived yet, waited on the sidewalk in front of the dojo. I wanted to thank Rubin for leading the applause, but I didn�t know how to approach him. After all, he seemed to be Mr. Bollars�s second-in-command, so he could have seen it as his role to drum up support for me.
Rubin�s father�s shook Dad�s hand, and then he led his wife and son out of the dojo. Mr. Bollars stood by his office door and Dad whispered in his ear; Mr. Bollars nodded and they walked into his office and shut the door. Donnie was the only person still waiting on the sidewalk, and though I was alone in the waiting area, I couldn�t make myself go talk to him. I knew if I approached him, he�d crack on my early troubles with punching and brag about his ability to stand and punch better than me. More important to me was what Dad and Mr. Bollars were talking about, so I eased up to the office door and was about to begin eavesdropping when a thunderous roar came from outside. Donnie, who had been sitting Indian-style on the sidewalk, jumped to his feet, and a rumbling Plymouth station wagon pulled in front of the dojo. A woman in a tank top with a blotchy tattoo on her shoulder that could be either an eagle or a scorpion was behind the wheel. All the windows were down and her reddish-blond hair shot off in every direction. The woman revved the engine, which shook the windows of the dojo, and I thought Mr. Bollars and Dad would run out of the office, but the door remained closed. One more awful rev and the station wagon lumbered off, its roar gradually diminishing.
I didn�t like Donnie, but now I no longer hated him as strongly.
I returned my attention to eavesdropping, and I was certain Dad was not apologizing for his outburst. If anyone else had screamed out like he did, I would have thought it out of character. Dad had initiated the talk with Mr. Bollars, and since an apology was not an option, Dad had to be talking about me. I pictured Dad inside the office, surrounded by Mr. Bollars�s trophies, asking if I had what it took or if I was a hopeless, uncoordinated fat-ass boy?
Dad walked out of the office alone and didn�t say anything as he walked past me and out to our car. We were out of the parking lot when Dad said, �How�d you like tae kwon do?�
�It�s ok.�
�Well, you better like it because I signed you up for a year. At the end of the year, if I don�t see any change in you, I�ll know I wasted my money.�

CHAPTER 3

Dad, simply by his presence, made me nervous. After the first few weeks of tae kwon do, once we moved past the proper way to stand and punch, we moved on to kicking. Balance, which Dad claimed I didn�t possess, was a big part of a successful kick, and as I learned the kicks, I had to admit that Dad was right.
Dad made another lone trip to the Curtis Mathes store and returned with a mini-movie camera that he held on his shoulder, shut one eye, and focused on me during tae kwon do lessons. Dad and a camera gave me performance anxiety to the max. I�d hoped Mr. Bollars wouldn�t allow Dad to videotape class�maybe there was some obscure rule about the sanctity of
the dojo. But there wasn�t.
Before the camcorder, Dad�s critical eyes caught my mistakes in class. With class on tape, and rewind and freeze frame at Dad�s disposal on the VCR, I was forced to see the occasional
weak off-line punch and the plentiful off-balance kicks projected onto the 52-inch screen in the living room. Dad sat in his recliner, the remote control wire running from his chair to the VCR, and I sat in Mom�s recliner.
Dad would say: �You kick like a monkey fucking a football in a snow bank. Can�t get them big legs off the ground.�
Videotaping class went on for a few weeks, and after each class, we watched the tape on the VCR as soon as we got home. Dad�s verbal assaults grew and I wished Donnie hadn�t been born.
�Why don�t you stand straight like Donnie? Donnie punches straight all the time. Donnie kicks high. Why don�t you?� After seeing Donnie�s parents� car, I pitied him, but as these tape sessions continued, as far as I was concerned Donnie could go straight to Hell.
* * *
It was the beginning of my fourth week of tae kwon do and it was getting close to dusk, only an hour till class. I waited at the backdoor to make my way to the big greenhouse. Dad was
at the smaller one, and I didn�t want him to see me slipping off to talk to Mom.
Dad was getting ready to feed his exotic game birds: Ring-neck pheasants, pharaoh pheasants, bobwhite quail, and chukkas. The most interesting to me were the Japanese chickens,
snow white with feathers that resembled fur, and their meat was smut-black and inedible. When they pecked the ground, it always looked as if they were bowing, and somehow were more graceful than American chickens. We had some domestic chickens too, only ours laid colored eggs�pink, purple, blue�and they were supposed to be cholesterol free. That�s what Dad told customers and that was how he justified charging an extra dollar a dozen.
When Dad walked into the birdhouse, I quickly made my way to the big greenhouse. Mom was soaked in sweat and watering ferns that hung around the greenhouse in wire baskets. The air in the greenhouse was heavy, damp, and the floor was covered with wood chips and black mulch in which sprouts grew wild.
Mom didn�t go places after her day of work was finished, so I knew that asking her to drive me to tae kwon do was a long shot. Mom claimed to be �moon-eyed,� which, as she told it, meant she saw things at night that were not there. I was only inside the greenhouse a couple of minutes and already the humidity sapped my energy. How Mom stood an entire day of this six and sometimes seven days a week baffled me. But it did support my belief that Mom was part superhuman. All she had to do was put her mind to a task, and that task was soon completed. I hoped she would accept the challenge of taking me to tae kwon do.
I waited until she finished watering the plants and the excess water had stopped dripping from the baskets before I asked Mom to take me. She finished rolling up the hose and looked at
me. I tried to make a sad face, but not too much, or else Mom might see through me. Although I knew her to be the softer touch of my parents, Mom would not be snowed.
�Why can�t your daddy take you?� she asked, wiping her face with a towel.
�He can, but I don�t want him to.�
�Why not?�
�He...he....� How to word this�frightened? Maybe, for there was some fright on my part.
Nervous? That word fit as well. But which to tell Mom? Which sounded better and would convince her and her moon-eyes to drive me to tae kwon do? I took a deep breath and flipflopped the words in my head. �Dad makes me nervous.�
�You worry what he thinks of you too much,� Mom said and walked toward the door.
�Don�t you want to see me doing tae kwon do?�
Mom stopped. Possibly I had found the correct set of words.
�Of course I want to see you doing tae kwon do. You think I don�t?�
�You never come,� I said. �Dad always takes me.� A tiny shovel of true snow.
�It was his idea to sign you up for the lessons, so I didn�t want to interfere with what he�d started.�
�You won�t be interfering.�
�If I go, I�ll have to bathe first.�
�No, you won�t.�
�Son, I�ve been sweating all day. I�ve got a yard of dirt under each of my fingernails from re-potting those ferns.�
�That�s all right. Nobody�ll notice.�
�Next time, huh?� Mom said.
�Are you afraid to drive?�
Mom looked puzzled and I didn�t know how to interpret her look.
�You don�t want your daddy there at all?� Mom asked.
That would be the best scenario. No Dad, no chance of him recording me and getting irate when I screwed up. But having Mom there was first and foremost. If both of them came, at least she would be there to play buffer between Dad and me.
�He can come,� I said.
Mom wiped her face one more time with the towel and threw it over her shoulder. She put her arm around me and we walked out of the greenhouse together. The cooler outdoor air should have loosened my chest, but I still wasn�t sure she was coming.
Pigeons, imported from Germany, roosted on the small greenhouse. There were two types: Puffers and Fantails. The Puffers got their name because they puffed out their chests and strutted around. But the Fantails were my favorite. They had tails that opened up like a peacock�s, and they threw their heads back and their chests out and spread the tail out and strutted along the edge of the greenhouse�s roof.
But none of them were strutting when Mom and I stopped to look at them. They were gathered over the birdhouse�s door, waiting for Dad to emerge, and when he did he threw corn on the ground and the pigeons swarmed his feet, making it appear as if Dad stood in the middle of a pigeon pond. Dad held out both hands full of corn, pigeons fluttered up, took positions on his hands, arms, and even his head. Covered in birds, Dad looked like a mystic who could communicate with animals, and seeing Dad like this, which was a daily ritual at sundown, made
me wonder how I could fear him.
Mom told me quietly: �I�m gonna go take a shower.�
I followed her into the house and put on my uniform and waited for her to come tie my belt.
Dad was in the car and had it running when Mom and I walked out of the house.
�Where do you think you�re going?� Dad asked.
�With y�all. I want to see Wesley do tae kwon do.�
�You didn�t want me to sign him up, but now you want to go watch?�
�I want to make sure you�re doing this right,� Mom said, getting in the car and slamming the door.
This drive to class was quiet.
* * *
After learning to punch and kick, for the last few nights we had been learning to combine them in what were called forms. Each belt level had a different form, and being a white belt I learned the simplest form, which meant that I turned to my left and punched, then spun to the right and punched again. Then I turned left and straight ahead performing three down-blocks�those were to protect the family jewels from attack. Then I did three front kicks aimed at the waist of an invisible opponent to take out his family jewels. The form, from beginning to end, should have taken no more than two minutes to perform, and I never had a bit of trouble making the time limit. But the form was like a dance, or at least that was how Mr. Bollars described it to us, and our feet were to end up at the same place where we started. This was where I had my difficulties. And I wanted Mom to come because Dad couldn�t stand having his son be the only
one who hadn�t mastered the form.
In the upper right-hand corner of the dojo, next to the mirrored wall, were strips of duct tape in the form of a cross on the floor. I stood in the center of the cross, feet together; then spread them to shoulder-width and began the form following the taped lines, and tried my best to stay on them so my feet would end up side by side on the center of the taped cross. We had been doing the form as a group, but now the other students were training in pairs, taking turns blocking each others� slow controlled punches while I worked on the taped cross with Mr. Bollars.
He took a deep breath, then pushed me off the tape and placed himself in the center of it to show me one more time how easy it was. His back was to me and I took the opportunity to peek at Dad, whose legs were crossed and teeth clenched as he held the camcorder to his eye. As long as Dad had that body language, even Mom would not be able to shield me from his cursing and insults. Mr. Bollars was poised to perform the form one more time, but he only stood there and I wasn�t sure what was about to happen. Was he going to kick me out? Tell me to leave and not return because anyone who was not coordinated enough to complete the white belt form properly did not deserve to learn martial arts?
But he didn�t kick me out. Instead, he called Rubin over from the other side of the room.
�Rubin is my number one black belt,� he said to me. �The youngest one in the state.� Mr. Bollars slapped Rubin on the back, almost lovingly. �He learned this form in two days. I�m sure he can teach it to you. Rubin, meet Wesley.�
Mr. Bollars walked off and took over the pairs that Rubin had been working with.
Rubin had brown eyes; his skin was a dark tan, and his body was compact like his father�s. He stood about half a head taller than me.
�The secret to the form,� Rubin said, �is to count to three in your head. Your punch is one,� Rubin took my arm by the elbow and made me perform a slow punch. �Then you pull it
back to your shoulder and that�s two. And three is when you place it back at your waist. Let�s do it together,� Rubin said, and stood next to me. �One.�
I punched.
�Two.�
I pulled the punch back to my shoulder.
�Three.�
My hands were back in front of my waist. More importantly, my feet were close to the center of the cross, not exactly in the center, but they were touching it.
Rubin smiled and said, �That�s better. Let�s try it again.�
He patiently worked me through the first third of the white belt form for the next half hour, by the end of which my feet were finding the center of the taped cross.
�Try it all the way through now,� he said.
One, two, three, I counted in my head a few times before moving. My feet ending up where they were supposed to wasn�t all that difficult when all I was doing was simply turning and punching and stepping back. But now I had to complete the form. One, two, three; one, two, three...I glanced back at Dad. His legs were still crossed, but his jaw was no longer clenched.
Mom smiled at me.
High-pitched noises emanated from my nose as I punched, counted; blocked, counted; kicked, counted, and finished back in the center of the cross. I wasn�t dead center, but both of my feet were on the proper side of the median. I smiled at Rubin, who smiled back with blinding white teeth.
�That�s it,� he said. �You�ll be dead center in no time with a little practice.�
I looked back at Dad. He wasn�t smiling. Instead, he was busy speaking with Rubin�s father. Dad�s hands sliced the air, and Rubin�s father nodded intently and made exaggerated facial expressions.
Mr. Bollars called for formation; we bowed and class was dismissed.
�You did good,� Rubin said. There was no mocking in his voice, only encouragement.
Because he was so young and a black belt, I had misjudged Rubin. With all he had accomplished, I thought he would be more arrogant, conceited, unapproachable.
�Thanks. Sorry you got stuck working with the slow kid.�
�Don�t say that, man. Time and work is all it takes.�
�It didn�t take you much time.�
�My father had me in classes when I was four,� Rubin said. �That was back in Puerto Rico. My gi dragged the floor, and it was the smallest one they made. It took me twelve years to
get my black belt.�
I was wrong. I had thought Rubin was one of those people for whom accomplishments came easily. I liked what he said, and I wondered: With time and work, could I beat someone to the fuck?
Dad was still speaking to Rubin�s father, Mom exchanging pleasantries with his plump wife.
�No,� I heard Rubin�s father say as I approached them, �you come to our house.�
�But I�m bringing the steaks,� Dad said.
They shook hands.
�Meet Mr. Lopez,� Dad said to me and Mr. Lopez shook my hand vigorously. He was a short man�smaller than his son�and wore a ruby pinky ring and a thin, round gold chain with a crucifix on the end. His skin was a dark yellow, as if he had spent a lot of time in the sun, but his face was smooth and wrinkle-free.
The same couldn�t be said for his wife. Wrinkles abounded on her face and her raven hair was lined with rust-colored streaks. Her stomach poked straight out, and it looked as if she had a basketball under her shirt.
�You and your parents are coming over Saturday night for dinner,� Mr. Lopez said.
�What do you think about that?� Dad asked with a wide smile.
�Good, sir.� But I wasn�t sure how good it was. Rubin was nice and his father seemed fine, but I wondered about Dad�s motives.
On the drive home Dad said: �Rubin�s the youngest black belt in the whole state. And I want you to break his record. If that Puerto Rican can become one at sixteen, there�s no reason you can�t do it even quicker.�
�Rubin started a lot younger than Wesley,� Mom said. �His mama told me he�s been taking tae kwon do since he was real little. You can�t expect Wesley to get a black belt in a few months.�
�I know it�ll take more than months. But if he works at it, he can double up some of those belts, and get to black quicker.�
Now I knew Dad�s motives: wow the Lopezes with gargantuan steaks to keep Rubin in good favor and ensure he would continue working with me.
At home, Mom joined Dad and me to watch that night�s lesson.
�Fast-forward to the end,� Mom said. �When Wesley and Rubin are working together.�
�We�ll get there,� Dad said.
�Why do we have to watch this part?� Mom said.
�He has to see what he did wrong in order to improve.�
�He does improve, and you know it. It�s just at the end of the tape. So get there.�
�I know what I�m doing.�
�Yeah, making your son feel like he can�t do nothing in front of you because all you�re gonna do is stress the bad. Every night you record him, and y�all come home and you show him what he did wrong. You never praise the boy. You take away all of Wesley�s incentive. Just because your daddy never took any time with you ain�t no reason you got to do the same.�
�Take time with him? That�s all I do.�
�Yelling and cussing him ain�t the right type of time.�
�Fine then. You raise him the way you want,� Dad said. �I�m gonna go check the birdhouse.�
The backdoor slammed and I took Dad�s seat.
�You know how to skip to the end?� Mom asked, handing me the remote.
�Sure do.�
We watched the tape, and Mom didn�t say one negative thing.

CHAPTER 4

Sid wore a white paper hat and a blood-stained apron, and was sharpening knives when Dad and I walked up.
�What you got good?� Dad asked, stepping behind the counter.
�I got some filet mignon coming in Monday.�
�I need some for Saturday.�
�I�ve got some good T-bones right there,� Sid said and pointed to the far end of the display case.
�I don�t want no damn T-bones. They�re paper thin and nothing but fat streaks.�
Sid smiled nervously and looked around to see if anyone heard Dad.
�You don�t have anything in the back?�
�If you want anything in particular I need seventy-two hours notice. You know that.�
Dad shoved his hands in his back pockets and stared up to the ceiling. Sid�s mouth hung open, showing his missing canine, and he looked happy to see Dad frustrated.
Dad scanned the display case. �What about that roast?� Dad said, pointing. �That�ll make six steaks.�
�It�s too small,� Sid said, no longer smiling. �There won�t be anything left of it. I can�t waste a perfectly good roast.�
�You won�t be ruining a roast, you�ll be creating steaks.�
�I can�t do it.�
Dad stepped close to him, and Sid raised his knife to chest level, but I wondered how seriously Dad took the knife.
�You run this market, don�t you?� Dad asked.
�But IGA owns it. I got to follow their rules.�
�You were following their rules the other day? I know you pocket that steak money, Sid. Don�t make me take it from you.�
Sid, a full-frown on his face, laid down the knife. We left with six steaks sliced out of the roast.
* * *
Rubin lived ten minutes away in the subdivision across Mobile Highway, and I knew Mom didn�t want to go to the Lopez house because she distrusted all Hispanics. She thought they all carried knives and would rob and cut you without a second thought. Still, she didn�t say anything to Dad because she knew going to dinner at the Lopez house was to ensure that Rubin would take an interest in me at the dojo, and she wouldn�t purposely undermine one of Dad�s projects that involved helping me.
The Lopez house was smaller than ours. A bar dominated the right wall of the cramped living room, which spilled into the dining room and led into a tiny kitchen. Mr. Lopez, in a Hawaiian shirt and Panama Jack straw hat, was behind the bar, waving at us as Mrs. Lopez showed us in.
�I�m having rum and Coke,� Mr. Lopez said. �What do you want to drink?�
�I�ll take the same,� Dad said. I knew he was kissing up to Mr. Lopez because Dad despised liquor.
Mr. Lopez nodded questioningly at Mom, but she refused any alcohol, and instead accepted a glass of ice water. Mr. Lopez poured me a Coke in a small, fat glass like he and Dad drank out of. I took a drink and imagined what the rum tasted like. A sofa and two armchairs, both covered in plastic, were all the furniture in the living room. This was the first time I saw furniture covered in plastic, and it didn�t look very comfortable. Mom didn�t seem overly impressed by the furnishings in the Lopez house, and I thought the plastic really put her off.
After Mr. Lopez made Dad�s drink and freshened his wife�s and his drinks, we all went out to a narrow covered back porch.
Rubin�s parents weren�t much younger than my parents, and from the adults� talk, I learned that Mr. Lopez fought in Korea, and, like Dad, served in the Navy. Mr. Lopez had his training in Pensacola, and once the war finished, he returned a hero to his Puerto Rican village.
He used this prestige to marry his petite wife, who, as Mr. Lopez bragged, was the most beautiful girl in the region, but he didn�t say anything about how she looked now. Mr. Lopez stayed in the Navy and retired to Pensacola, the city where he got his first taste of American living.
Mr. Lopez and Dad, after putting the steaks on the grill, talked up a storm, just like they had in the dojo the other night, while Mrs. Lopez and Mom spoke occasionally to one another about housework and cooking. Both, as they told it, were great cooks. That night, along with Dad�s steaks, Mrs. Lopez prepared an excellent salad of Romaine lettuce, covered with grated Parmesan cheese.
I wondered where Rubin was. He was, after all, the point of us coming over, but no one mentioned his name. Maybe he wasn�t that crazy about the idea of the newest white belt and family coming over for dinner. Working with me at the dojo was one thing, but at his home he would have to hang out with me. We wouldn�t be in our dojo roles of black belt and white belt; we would be teenage boy and adolescent boy thrown together and forced to feign friendship.
But feigning wouldn�t come from me. I would have loved to be friends with Rubin. He was obviously someone Dad approved of, and having the youngest black belt in the state as a friend could not be a bad thing. Reasons for wanting Rubin as a friend were easy to think of, but so were the reasons he wouldn�t want to be my friend. My age and my inexperience at tae kwon do were only the two most obvious. Being covered with nasty-looking acne and sporting a rolypoly shape were the other two reasons.
�Wesley, you can go to Rubin�s room,� Mrs. Lopez said. �He was finishing up a model before you arrived. He should be done now.�
His room was easy to find because the Lopez house had two bedrooms and a bathroom, all down the hall from the living room. The bathroom was directly in front of me at the end of the
hall. The door to the left was open and I saw black and white photographs of Mr. Lopez in his sailor uniform and wedding pictures in which Mrs. Lopez didn�t have the protruding belly. She was, as Mr. Lopez had said, a beautiful woman with dark hair and a lean shapely body.
The door to my right was partially shut, so I knocked softly, barely touching my knuckles to the wood. There was no answer. But Rubin had to be there. The bathroom door was open, so obviously no one was in there. And Mrs. Lopez had said he was in his room. I knocked louder, opened the door a little wider. I saw model airplanes, classics and jet fighters, hanging from the ceiling and a Spiderman poster on the wall. A blue light shone from behind the door, but I didn�t see Rubin, and I wasn�t about to enter his room without his permission.
I was about to return to the company of parents when I heard: �Hey, Wesley. Where you going?�
I turned and Rubin stood in the doorway.
�Where were you?�
�In the room, laying down,� he said. �You didn�t see me? I saw you.�
He smiled and his teeth brightened the dark hallway like a lightning bug at dusk.
Closets with sliding doors dominated the left wall of his bedroom. A small desk, stacked with comic books sat under a square window. Next to it was his bed, small and narrow, and immaculately made. I hated making my bed, would rather take a whipping than make it. But Dad thought that making my bed taught me responsibility and a sense of pride. Rubin�s father, I saw, enforced the same bed making discipline on his son. Only Rubin was good at it. My blanket was never straight enough, the sheets never pulled tight enough, and a small crinkle always rippled what was supposed to be the smooth surface of the blanket. I doubted if Dad knew Rubin made his bed so well, but if Rubin could teach me this too, Dad would get a bonus on his investment.
Model planes were suspended from the low ceiling in various positions: most of the jets had their noses in the air, looking as if they were climbing higher in the sky; the planes from World War II kept a more level flying pattern, though many had one of their wings dropped, as if they were about to circle back on an unseen enemy. All these planes filled the small room with activity, and the lowness of the ceiling meant that they hung less than a foot above my head.
Rubin�s other three walls were covered with comic book posters and homemade paintings that imitated comic book characters: Captain America, Batman, Superman, and a bunch of others that I didn�t recognize. While I enjoyed reading, comic books and I weren�t a fit. Something about reading a cartoon didn�t appeal to me. I wondered why they appealed so much to Rubin.
Comic books, after all, were for the uncoordinated, uncool kids. Or at least that was my experience. Did this mean Rubin, black belt and all, wasn�t really cool?
The only sign of tae kwon do in the room was in the very center of his closet, where his gi hung with the black belt draped over the neck of the hanger. The gi was bright white, crisp and wrinkle-free. I was supposed to wash my gi, but Mom did. I wondered if Rubin�s mother washed his?
�We should sit out back with our folks,� Rubin said.
He turned the blue light off and I followed him to the back porch. I should have said something while I was in his room. Stupid silence was not a good impression.
�I don�t want the blood inside mine,� Mr. Lopez said. His wife, with a wave of the hands and loud uhmp, agreed.
�You ruin a steak when you cook it well-done,� Dad said, his face flushed.
�Not my steak, no,� Mr. Lopez said. �Blood is dirty. It�s not good for your insides.�
Dad opened his mouth but didn�t say anything. He was silent because of Rubin and tae kwon do. Seeing me become the second youngest black belt in the state of Florida was more important at this moment to Dad than the steaks.
Their dining room table was a rectangle like ours and took up almost the entire dining room. Unlike ours, theirs was not wood, but Formica with stainless steel legs, and it sat horizontally, so whoever sat at the head of the table, in this case Dad, got a perfect view of the bathroom. Mr. Lopez was on the other end, his wife to his right, and Rubin to his left. A halfgallon
jug of red wine sat in the center of the table, and everyone had a glass, even Mom, which I was glad to see. She and Mrs. Lopez were side by side, and I didn�t know if they had become friendlier on the back porch in my absence, or if it was the few sips of wine each of them had, but now they spoke more often and in louder voices.
After a few minutes of eating, Dad asked: �How you like those steaks?�
�Delicious,� Mr. Lopez said. �You�ve got to tell me who your butcher is.�
Dad�s face hardened. �You just tell me what kind of cut you want and I�ll get it for you.�
�Steaks are so expensive,� Mrs. Lopez said.
Mr. Lopez mumbled something in Spanish to her, and although we all heard it, no one let on. Mrs. Lopez lowered her eyes and stopped eating for a moment.
Dad�s painful grin came to his face, his eyes brightened, their sparkle accentuating his grin, bringing out the devil in his features, and I knew Dad was thinking of a way to use what he
had just witnessed to his benefit.
After dinner, the adults stayed at the dining room table drinking wine. Mrs. Lopez and Rubin cleared the dishes off the table with a little help from me and Mom. All the while, Mr. Lopez and Dad sat at either end of the table like generals readying for battle. Luckily that night would only be war games.
Wanting to make up for my earlier silence, I gladly followed Rubin back to his room.
Rubin didn�t seem used to having company in his room, or much company period. I knew I was nervous, but he seemed to be a little as well. It was as if he didn�t know what to do with me or himself. He sat on the edge of his bed, which was lower than I remembered from before, so when he was seated, his knees were almost even with his eyes.
I stood in the center of the room. There was a chair, but it was pulled up to the desk and looked officially put away. Rubin had on gym shorts that originally had been blue but now were a faded gray. He pulled at the crotch several times, then saw me looking and stopped.
�What�s four times nine?� he asked.
Four times nine? I saw the phrase in my mind and hoped somehow the words would evolve into the correct answer.
�Don�t make such an ugly face,� Rubin said. �If you don�t know the answer, say so. Your dad told my pop you are smart, but you don�t know what four times nine is?�
�Math is my weakest subject in school.�
I couldn�t believe how I answered Rubin. That was definitely not how I should speak to him to make him my friend. I started to take it back, but Rubin was smiling.
�Thirty-six,� he said.
�That�s what I thought.�
�No it wasn�t. And don�t ever talk to me like that at the dojo. But do talk to everyone else, except for Mr. Bollars, like that. It�ll keep the older guys from trying to push you around.�
This was advice I was taking, and it seemed like Dad�s advice about beating people to the fuck, only Rubin worded it much nicer.
�Have a seat,� Rubin said. He leaned his head toward the chair.
�You like models,� I said, pointing to the ceiling.
�I like planes. I�m going to be a Navy pilot. Pop worked on them when he was in service, but I�ll be flying them.�
I didn�t doubt for a second that one day he would be soaring through the clouds.
�You like comic books?� Rubin asked.
How to answer this? Dad said comic books were for dummies, and I never knew anyone at school worth hanging round who read them. Yet Rubin, in Dad�s eyes, was no dummy, and he was certainly worth hanging round. No, while not the most endearing answer, would be truthful.
But I couldn�t risk having Rubin think I was smarting off again. There was one time, after Mom and Dad had one of their fights, that she took me to the drugstore with her and bought me an oversized comic book. I asked for it because it was a Captain America comic book and I liked his nightly TV show.
�I have one large comic book,� I said. �It has more than one story in it with Captain America and some guy with a red skull that�s a Nazi mutant. He always wears a swastika on his arm.�
�I can draw that,� Rubin jumped out of the bed, turned on the lamp over the desk, and started rummaging through the drawer. I, without waiting for him to ask, got out of his way, and
he, without acknowledging me, sat in the vacated chair. He pulled out a tablet of white paper and a pack of colored pencils. �It�s real easy,� he said, and leaned close to the desk, which made it difficult to see how he drew it, but I stood on tiptoe and watched over his right shoulder as he first drew the outline in black, then colored it in softly with quick flicks of his wrist with a fire-red.
He held it up. The swastika sat square in the middle, about to leap off the sheet. �Take it with you. Just don�t let your dad see it. Mine hates that I can draw a swastika. He flips out and starts cursing in Spanish.�
Not only was this a gift, but contraband. Though he fought in the Pacific, I knew Dad would go on a tear for weeks if he saw a swastika in his house. I had to hide it in order to get it
home. But how? If I folded it and placed it in my pocket, the picture would be ruined. I didn�t care for the swastika itself�it was only important because Rubin gave it to me�and for that
reason I wanted it to remain wrinkle-free.
�Son.� Mom�s voice. Though she was my friend, she wouldn�t approve of a swastika either. �You ready to go?� Her voice stayed in the living room, and I was relieved that she wasn�t
coming closer.
�Yes, ma�am, I�ll be there in a minute.� My hands sweated, moistening the edges of the paper.
�I need to sneak this home without wrinkling it.�
Rubin�s eyes darted round the room.
�Come on, boy, let�s go.� Dad�s voice.
My hands flowed sweat.
�Slip it in here,� Rubin said, handing me a Spiderman comic book. �And take these also.�
He handed me three more comic books. �Keep the one with the picture in the bottom comic book.�
Dad stood in the small living room, hands on hips, arms flared, and chest bowed. �What you got there?�
�Some comic books Rubin let me borrow.�
I prepared for a sarcastic response.
�Good to see you�re reading something other than those books you get from the library about those damn nigger football players.�
When we arrived home, Mom walked in the house first, but Dad grabbed me by the shoulder. I halted and hoped he didn�t want to examine the comic books. Dad turned me to face
him, and a floodlight�s yellow haze made a nimbus round Dad�s head.
�You listen to Rubin. Do whatever he tells you.� Dad stepped back and the floodlight hit me in the face. �You listen to that salt-water nigger boy and you�ll be a black belt in no time.�

CHAPTER 5

Dad despised closed doors in the house. If I shut my bedroom door to look at the swastika, Dad would assume I was up to something, so I waited till he and Mom were asleep before taking a peek at the drawing. It was beautiful, not for what the swastika stood for, but because it was a gift from Rubin, the youngest black belt in the state, and my friend.
At least I assumed we were now friends. But why would Rubin want to be my friend, and reach out to a fat, pimply twelve-year-old white belt? Commonality? Rubin seemed to be in the same situation as me, only he was working his situation better. His father wanted him to make his bed properly, so Rubin did. His father wanted him to be a black belt, so Rubin was. I had to learn how to play the game called Please Dad.
But first I had to hide the swastika. The Monopoly box hadn�t failed me yet, and although I would have preferred to keep the swastika in a place where I could easily view it, good sense won out.
After Mom accompanied us to tae kwon do that one time, Dad stopped recording practice. Instead, he found another way of improving me that required less effort from him: each evening before tae kwon do class, Dad took me to the Lopez house. Dad would pick up a sixpack of Michelob on the way, and he and Mr. Lopez would sit on the back porch talking and occasionally watching as Rubin helped me practice my form. By the end of the week, I had the form down.
�I�ll take the boys to tae kwon do,� Mr. Lopez said.
�I�ll take them,� Dad said. �I want to keep my eye on that Bollars.�
Yes, Dad, wanted to keep an eye on Mr. Bollars, but he also wanted to keep one on me.
Mom was the only person Dad let me go off with alone, and he was not letting Mr. Lopez, �friend� yet rival, take me anywhere by himself. I couldn�t even ride the school bus. Dad, with Pal and Mountie on the back of his flatbed truck, dropped me off every morning and picked me up each afternoon when school was in session.
�Besides,� Dad continued, �I�ve got that station wagon. It�ll be easier to fit all of us into it.�
The Lopez�s car was a late 1970s model two-door Ford. It wasn�t sporty at all and I didn�t know the name of it because Dad hated Fords and refused to ever look at them when we car shopped.
�Two boys won�t take up much room,� Mr. Lopez said. �I don�t need a station wagon to carry them.�
�But it�ll be a lot more comfortable in my big car.�
Mr. Lopez looked dumbfounded. Dad grinned.
Walking in the dojo with Rubin, I made a grand entrance, and the fact that I could correctly perform my form, if Mr. Bollars called on me, lended an extra bounce to my strut. Once class started, however, my extra bounce was gone.
�Today,� Mr. Bollars said, �we�ll begin sparring.�
A form�fighting an unseen stranger like a dance�was one thing, but sparring�organized fighting�was something totally different. Why couldn�t he simply have asked me to execute the white belt form?
Before sparring, we had to put on protective gear: foam gloves, foam feet protectors, a mouthpiece, and a cup. Mr. Bollars paired us off by belt, and I prayed not to get Donnie; if he beat me, I�d never hear the end of it that summer or in the fall once we were back in school. The rest of those sandwich-kids�that�s what Dad called all the other white belts because they were so skinny�I could take. But Donnie, ever since the punching class, had my goat. Between being bony and having a face with freckles on top of freckles, Donnie looked as homely as a stray dog, and I bet he could spar like a stray dog fighting over the last bone.
Mr. Bollars, of course, put me against Donnie. We were the last pair to spar and a circle formed around us, which I scanned for Rubin�s face. I saw him, but he didn�t give me any look of recognition. The circle blocked my view of Dad, but after seeing Rubin�s noncommittal face, I didn�t think Dad would give me any more support.
The elastic bands under the bottom of the feet protectors pinched my toes and the ones in the gloves cut into my fingers. I was uncomfortable, sweating, nervous, and didn�t want to fight�spar�in front of Dad. Simply winning would not be good enough. I would have to pulverize my opponent, my much lighter and smaller opponent.
Donnie and I bowed to Mr. Bollars, then to each other, and Mr. Bollars stepped between us with his hand open at waist-level. �Begin!�
I danced on the balls of my feet and made my way right, hoping Donnie would throw the first blow. If he hit me, I�d get angry and strike back. Donnie danced too, but didn�t kick or punch. The circle cheered encouragement, not for either one of us in particular, just in general. I exhaled through my nose and moved toward Donnie. He pulled up his guard, protecting his face, as if it was handsome enough to protect, and I lunged with a front kick, which Donnie countered by raising his leg, and our shins cracked.
I snapped my leg back and placed mild pressure on it. Donnie saw I was hurt and came at me with a whirlwind of punches. I blocked the first few, but he kept throwing punches at my face, so I doubled over and gave him my back.
�Stop!� Mr. Bollars shouted. �Wesley, don�t just ball up. Punch, kick, fight back.�
I was relieved I couldn�t see Dad, and was even more thankful that Dad had stopped taping practice. Seeing me balled up while Donnie unloaded punches would not be good, and Dad, I was certain, would show that to me over and over in slow motion. I wanted to see Rubin�s response, but before I could find his face in the circle, Mr. Bollars had Donnie and me ready to square off again.
When Mr. Bollars said �Begin,� I punched at Donnie�s face. He brought up his hands, blocked me, and countered with a roundhouse punch, catching me over my ear.
The ear-shot didn�t count as a point, but now I was pissed. I sucked in a deep breath over my mouthpiece, and delivered a roundhouse kick that caught Donnie in the butt. A kick to the butt didn�t count for points either, but at least I made contact with him. But before I could make any more contact with him, Donnie landed a punch on my chest.
�Point!� Mr.Bollars said.
He stepped between us and directed us to our starting places at the two strips of black tape on the floor. Donnie and I faced each other, ready for another round, but Mr. Bollars motioned for us to bow to him and called formation.
Was I that bad? Did Mr. Bollars think I couldn�t take any more? He should have simply asked me to do my form.
I took an extra-long time removing the sparring equipment. Dad didn�t like to be kept waiting, but at that moment I didn�t see the harm.
Dad didn�t say anything until he, Rubin, and I were in the station wagon. �You let that sandwich boy beat you.�
I was in the backseat on the passenger side, behind Rubin, and I wanted Rubin to say something in my defense. Donnie, although he was a white belt too, was there when I started classes. Maybe I could use that as an excuse: Donnie was an experienced beginner.
But no excuse would ever be good enough for Dad. We dropped off Rubin, who only said �Thanks� before getting out of the car. I hoped he would say a supportive word, wish me better luck next time, or even give me some pointers on what I was doing wrong. But he barely even looked me in the eye before walking into his house.
I got in the front seat, which was still warm from Rubin�s sweaty body, and stayed as near to the door as possible. I wanted to be on the outer edge of Dad�s striking range in case of a stray
backhand, but there was nowhere to hide in the car from his mouth, and once we were alone in the car he let me have it.
�A boy half your size whipped you. Just flat out whipped you.� Dad squeezed the steering wheel and set his jaw. �Why didn�t you get mad and hit him back?�
�I tried. He blocked me.�
�Why didn�t you block him?
�He�s too fast.�
�No he isn�t. You�re just too damn slow. You�re not strong, you�re not fast; all you are is big. But I�ll make you small. Starting tomorrow.�

CHAPTER 6

The next day we were at the pool. It was late afternoon, close to the time when we headed for the Lopez house, but we were not going today. Nor, Dad informed me, were we going to tae kwon do class. I feared that Dad was about to enact one of his classic make-Wesley-small-plans.
�I want you to swim laps until I tell you to stop,� Dad said.
I studied his face, looking for any change in his expression, and hoped he would restate what he said. When his face didn�t change, I knew that he was going to swim me to death or make me smaller and quicker.
�Go ahead. Dive in.�
I belly-flopped and made a large splash.
�Your ass is so big you can�t get it up in the air to dive.�
I heard his voice as I swam toward the deep end. I heard that comment every time I attempted a dive, but no matter how much I bent my knees and ducked my head, I was never able to split the water like a thin piece of cane; I always kerplunked in like a boulder. Dad�s deriding my diving didn�t bother me that much, because once in the water, I knew how to motor.
I cupped my hands as Dad had showed me, and after every other stroke I tilted my head so that only my mouth was out of the water for a quick breath, all the while kicking my feet. And my feet, like the rest of my body, were big: that year my shoe size matched my age.
I counted the laps in my head for a while, but finally gave up. The larger the number, the heavier it weighed on me and pulled me down in the water. My arms and legs burned. As my swimming slowed, I sneaked peeks for Dad. Pal and Mountie were still there standing guard, but Dad had disappeared. I stopped against the wall in the shallow end, gasping and standing with my knees bent.
�You better get to swimming, boy,� Dad said, walking out of the house.
�I�m tired.�
�Back in the Navy they put us in a pool with no shallow end, and made us tread water for hours. So I don�t want to hear about you being tired.�
He had a towel over his shoulder and black swimming trunks on, with the drawstring tied in the front. Dad�s chest was covered with thin gray hair. His skin was pallid, unaccustomed to sunlight, but the skin was rough from being often bared and sunburned when he was younger.
His shoulders, while broad and powerful, swept down into a wide chest which like mine, sagged. Time and age had sunken his; mine had never risen.
He walked to the edge of the pool, stood with his feet together, made a pyramid with his hands, and dove over me into the water, making a small splash. Dad rolled onto his back and gracefully backstroked to the other end, and breast-stroked back to me, swimming up slowly like a predator, half of his face underwater. He spat water at me, and I smelled beer on his breath.
�Get on,� he said, and squatted with his back to me.
I grabbed his shoulders and he crab-crawled to the edge of the shallow end where the bottom sloped toward the deep. He took a deep breath, pushed off with his legs, and we surged like piggy-back boats through the water. Dad hadn�t given me a ride on his back since I was four or five. Back then, he would swim underwater with me hanging on. Dad didn�t swim underwater this time, but he carried me back and forth through the pool, and for a moment I was a little boy and Dad was a good man.
After swimming I don�t know how many laps, I slept hard that night and deep into Saturday morning. Or at least what Dad considered late in the morning: eight o�clock. �Get up, boy.� He kicked the foot of my bed. �We got quail to kill.�
The sky was blue, not a cloud defacing it, and, rubbing sleep out of my eyes, I followed Dad, who carried a white Styrofoam cooler, to the birdhouse.
�Now only catch the fat ones,� Dad said. The quail were in a cage Dad had built out of scrap lumber and chicken wire, and it stood on wobbly wooden legs to keep rats from eating the quail at night. I reached my hand into the cage and the quail ran in a pack to the back of it, where they stepped on each other. Once they piled on each other, I couldn�t differentiate a fat one from a skinny one, so I just grabbed one.
�He�s not fat,� Dad said, and pushed me out of the way. He clamped his hand on the pile of birds and brought out three at once. They didn�t look any fatter than mine, but Dad set them
inside the Styrofoam cooler. He eventually took out a dozen quail, and I carried the cooler outside and set it next to sawhorses that Dad used to cut lumber on for new cages. Dad went to the house and returned with a gallon pot full of scalding water. Wispy steam rose from it and fogged Dad�s glasses. My hands were sweating; they always did when I worked with Dad.
He set the water on the wrought-iron table and walked the few feet to the quail and me.
He grabbed one by the feet and slammed its head on a sawhorse. I heard the quail�s skull shatter, saws its neck break, and its eyes roll around in their sockets.
�Think you can do that?� Dad asked. �Just take �em by the feet and smack their head. But do it hard: you want to kill �em instantly.�
Their feet felt scaly, their bodies fragile, and they had sad eyes that stared at me. I held one with its feet between my thumb and forefinger, and I stared at the sawhorse. There wasn�t a scratch, mark, or remnant where Dad had slammed his. His quail didn�t even bleed.
�You afraid?�
�No. No, sir.�
�Then what you waiting on? When I cook �em tonight you�re gonna want to eat �em.�
I looked at the quail hanging upside down in my hand, and hoped that maybe all the blood would rush to his brain and somehow kill the bird naturally. That was wishful thinking, and Dad was losing what little patience he possessed. I raised my arm, the quail light in my hand, and smashed it into the sawhorse. Its head flopped and its body jerked, its eyes were still sad, and I could tell it still saw me.
�Harder. You didn�t kill it.�
I raised my hand above my head again and held it there a moment before lowering it with what I hoped was as much force as Dad used to kill his. The quail�s skull thudded on the wood and its neck crimped.
�There you go,� Dad said. �Do the rest of them like that and then help me clean �em.�
As difficult as it was to bash that first quail, it became easier with each passing one. It only took one blow across the sawhorse to end the lives of the rest, and by the time I finished, I had developed my own technique and rhythm: I raised my hand above my head, held it there a second, then, just before they made contact with the sawhorse, snapped my wrist. It seemed to be all in the wrist.
After Dad dunked the quail in the hot water to loosen their feathers, cleaned them, and set them in the refrigerator to marinate, he made another one of his lone trips to the store. As always, I didn�t know what he went to buy; all I knew was that while he was gone I had time to play electronic football. Handheld video games were new at the time and a Godsend for an only child.
Dad, with his interest in electronic gizmos, was all for buying me educational games. I had �Speak-and-Write� and �Speak-and-Spell� games�the first ones Dad bought me�and he liked them because they advanced my levels at school. Though I would start sixth grade in the fall, I read, in part due to the games, at the eighth grade level.
Fun video games, Dad did not buy as readily, but the football game and a Space Invaders game were his two concessions. I earned them by making straight A�s throughout elementary school. With Dad, there was always a price to pay. We drew up a contract, which Mom witnessed at the beginning of my first grade year.
Mom was in the greenhouse and I was in my room, about to go for a two-point conversion so I could beat the machine, when Dad found me and told me to come outside. He hadn�t been gone but about an hour. It was not a good sign when Dad returned quickly from his solo shopping sprees.. Possibly a clerk pissed him off, was short with him or didn�t give him back the right amount of change. Any number of things could set Dad off, and I prepared for the worst.
�Put these on, boy.� Dad threw me a shoebox.
I opened the box and found not shoes but red and white eight-ounce boxing gloves. We were on the brick patio, in the shade of the massive oak tree that Dad grilled under, and the pigeons with their tail feathers fanned out colored the top of the tree.
�Try this too,� Dad said. He reached in the paper bag and pulled out a mouthpiece unlike any I had ever seen. I already had a mouthpiece that was clear plastic. But this new one wasn�t
clear, it was tan, almost flesh colored, and it was a double-decker. I didn�t know they made such things, but leave it to Dad to find a grandiose mouthpiece.
�How those gloves feel?�
�Ok,� I said, and hit them together in front of me like I saw boxers on TV do when their name was called before a match.
�Good, because you�re gonna get used to them while I show you the most effective fighting technique. A man in my unit during World War II taught it to me. We called him Biggun, and he worked in the motor pool when we were in Hawaii before shipping out. He could lift any two tires on a jeep. Hell, with Biggun working there, they never used jacks. A few nights before
we shipped out, they had a boxing match on the base, some little skinny Yankee nigger was scheduled to fight. He was a pro boxer before the War and the guy he was supposed to fight had to pull guard duty, so that little nigger�s up there in the ring dancing around, calling people out of the audience. Biggun, he stood about six-eight and sat a head taller than the rest of us, so that nigger spotted him right off.
�That nigger hollers at Biggun: �You, big boy, come on up here and see if you can handle me.� Biggun put him off, told him No. Then that nigger told Biggun: �Big old boy like you and
you�re yellow.� Biggun was to his feet and climbed in that ring in no time. Men from the corner put Biggun�s gloves on and wanted to tie them up but Biggun told him that wasn�t necessary. The fight wasn�t going to take that long.
�That little nigger danced and shuffled all around Biggun. But Biggun just stood in the center of the ring, watching him. The nigger danced a little longer, then went in to punch, and when he did, Biggun caught him with a right hand that knocked every tooth out of that nigger�s head. Biggun threw the gloves off, came back to his seat, and they carried the nigger out in a stretcher.�
Was Dad going to teach me how to punch like that with these new boxing gloves? Would I be able to end a fight with one blow, sending my opponent straight to the dentist�s chair?
�You�re big, son, but not as big as Biggun, and you definitely ain�t got his strength. But that�s all right, because you don�t have to be big or strong to throw the deadliest punch in all of boxing: the jab. Everyone wants to throw haymakers, but they don�t always connect. A jab, hell, a jab can�t hardly miss. It�s the shortest, most direct route to your opponent and it�ll keep him off of you. That�s where Donnie whipped you, he just walked up on you and once he got in close, he wouldn�t let you breathe much less fight back. But the jab�ll keep him off you. Now get in your fighting stance.�
Dad hadn�t hit me since that day we grilled, but I worried he was about to lay me out. I took a deep breath, tightened my gut, and braced my chin, but his fist stopped short of my face.
He held it inches away from my face and I counted the gray hairs on his knuckles.
�You keep your fist just like that,� Dad said, �in a man�s face, and he ain�t gonna be able to whip you. You might not knock him out, but unless he�s just a damn idiot, he ain�t gonna take you punching him in the face too long.� Dad lowered his fist. �And this is where you being lefthanded�ll pay off, because most folks ain�t use to fighting southpaws. Now you do it. Aim for my chin, son.�
A chance to punch Dad on the kisser, and he was asking for it. Days with Dad were good or bad, no in between, and this day, despite the early wake up and some difficulties with the quail, was a good day. Life with Dad wasn�t all bitching and cursing. I had a pool, hot tub, trampoline, and video games. All I had to do was learn to play the Please Dad game better, and I could enjoy those things without the constant fear of his wrath. I knew that one sure way to bring that wrath upon myself was to hit him for real, so I punched slowly like he did and I held my fist in his face.
�Good, son. Now do it again.�
This time I laid more oomph into the punch, slightly clipping Dad�s chin. He stepped back, and from his expression I couldn�t tell what emotion was about to rise out of him. Then he
grinned that crooked painful grin of his.
�That�s how I want you to hit Donnie. But only harder.�
I readied myself to punch Dad hard, but he recognized this and caught my fist before I launched it.
�Don�t hit me that hard,� Dad said, turning me to face the oak tree. He pulled out his pocketknife and carved a face in the trunk which was dotted with white pigeon shit. �That�s about Donnie�s height. I want you to punch it.�
Punch a tree?
�What you waiting on? For the damn thing to hit first?� Dad, with a gloveless hand, punched the center of the face and a chunk of bark fell. �Be aggressive. Hit him first and keep hitting him.�
�Couldn�t I use a punching bag?� I asked.
�A punching bag? Goddamn, boy, you think folks always had punching bags?� Dad snatched the gloves off me and threw them at the dogs.
�Now hit the tree,� Dad said.
I wished I had punched when the gloves were on. Bare knuckle on an oak tree was not going to be a good feeling. I envisioned bloody knuckles and sore hands�much worse than the endless laps of swimming.
�Damn it, boy, hit that tree or I�m gonna hit you.�
�No you are not.� Mom strode towards us from the greenhouse. �You touch that boy and I�ll call the police so fast you�ll be in jail by dark.�
�Stay out of this, gal. I�m trying to teach him to be a man.�
�You can�t force a boy to be a man.�
�If it�s up to you, he�ll never be a man.�
�He�ll be one when it�s time.�
�It�s time he hit this tree,� Dad said. �That�s what it�s time for.�
�Wesley, put those gloves on if you�re gonna hit the tree.�
I wanted the gloves on to protect my hands, but I didn�t want to go against Dad�s authority in front of Mom.
Mom and Dad were quiet, but their eyes were busy jumping from me to the boxing gloves to each other. Once they locked in on each other, they stared, trying to see who�d flinch first. Normally, it would be Mom, but she could be strong when she wanted to, and this was one of those times. I used her strength as a shield and walked past Dad to the gloves.
Pal and Mountie wagged their tails at me as I picked up the gloves and slipped them on.
Dad stood by the tree and I assumed my fighting stance in front of him. I wanted to look at Mom and Dad, see what sort of expressions they had, but I decided it was best to go ahead and punch.
Dad wanted me to pretend the face on the tree was Donnie, but I didn�t. I pretended it was Dad. I had missed my earlier chance to pop him and take out twelve years worth of frustration; now I had a substitute.
I reared back and slammed my fist in the middle of the fake face on the tree. The gloves were padded, but the tree didn�t give and I felt the jolt all the way up my arm. I knew if I had punched the tree bare-knuckle, I would have broken my hand.
While the gloves gave me padding, they kept me from knocking bark off the tree. I punched harder, but still no bark.
�When your fist connects,� Dad said, �twist it. That�ll cut open the other fella�s face.�
Dad wouldn�t have given me advice if he knew that in my mind I was punching him. I took his advice and twisted my fist and a small flake of bark came off. I jabbed harder, harder, harder, and the pigeons flew from the tree.

CHAPTER 7

I hadn�t seen Rubin since my sparring fiasco, so I wasn�t sure how he would treat me when he saw me at the dojo. Not only was I a white belt, but I was a white belt who had been badly beaten. Rubin wouldn�t want to associate with me anymore, and it�d be difficult for us to continue working out together at his house. There was no way I was going to be a black belt any time soon, and Dad would just have to accept that fact.
We arrived at the dojo just as Rubin called the formation. I ran and got a spot in the back row, next, of course, to Donnie. His drawn-up face smiled at me, but it wasn�t a friendly smile, it
was one of conquest. I glared at him, trying to imitate those evil eyes Dad made when he was angry. Donnie dropped his smile.
My body still ached from all of the swimming Dad had me doing. That initial day of marathon swimming was followed by a thirty-minute session of non-stop swimming each following day. Dad wanted me to swim two thirty-minute sessions, one in the morning and one in the evening, but Mom told him that one was enough. �He�s only a boy,� she said. �You can�t work him like a mule.�
�He�s big as a mule.�
�Big don�t mean nothing. He�s still just a boy, no matter how big he is.�
Dad, to monitor my swimming, sat at the wrought-iron table in the shade of an umbrella, drinking a Michelob and timing me to make sure I didn�t slack off. When I slowed, Dad yelled, �Don-nie. Don-nie,� dragging the name out into two long syllables. The sound made me stroke and kick, thinking about when I�d get another chance at him.
I soon found out. Mr. Bollars announced that our belt tests would be next week.
�You will have to demonstrate proficiency at your belt�s form and achieve a satisfactory score in three rounds of sparring,� Mr. Bollars said. �And tonight, in preparation for the test, we will have a forms competition and sparring tournament.�
Mr. Bollars and Rubin split the class in half for the forms, and I wasn�t sure which one of them would be best to grade my form. Remembering my early troubles with the form, Mr. Bollars might not expect me to execute it well. Rubin had taught me how to properly perform it, but because of that he might judge me more harshly. Mr. Bollars and Rubin spoke at the front of the dojo and I held my breath. Mr. Bollars called all the white belts to him. I exhaled.
We went in alphabetical order, so I was last. Donnie went close to the middle, and he did his form well, not stellar, but it would be probably good enough to pass the test next week.
A thin speckling of sweat covered my hands and the soles of my bare feet as I stood in front of Mr. Bollars and the rest of my group sat on the floor behind me. They had seen me screw up this form, Mr. Bollars had seen me screw up this form, but now it was time they saw me do it perfectly. Counting one-two-three in my head I threw straight punches, snapped my front kicks, and ended with my feet shoulder-width apart back where I began.
�You�ve been practicing, Wesley,� Mr. Bollars said.
�Yes, sir.�
�That�s good. Real good improvement.�
I looked at Dad to see if he heard. He gave me thumbs up.
To duplicate the setting of our test, Mr. Bollars had us spar three rounds with three different opponents. He conducted the sparring while Rubin helped him judge, calling for a point when we connected our punches or kicks. My first two opponents were half my size. The first one, a long-haired boy whose bangs hung in his eyes, had gusto, but I had to beat him because Dad would never let me hear the end of it if I lost to a hippie, which was Dad�s term for any boy whose hair touched his collar.
The long-haired boy�s name was Jack and he had been present at my last sparring match with Donnie. Evidently, having seen how Donnie handled me gave Jack cause to believe that he could do the same. He attacked as soon as Mr. Bollars signaled for us to start. He stepped toward me ready to punch, but I punched him in the face. I needed three points to win my match, and each jab I connected to Jack�s face was worth a point. He walked into my fist two more times, ending our match in under a minute. Jabbing wasn�t fancy, but it got me points and earned me a little bit of respect. Thanks, Dad.
Jabbing worked against Jack, so I did it again on my second opponent, Cody, a blond boy with braces. I jabbed him for my first point, then used abdomen-high front kicks for my final two points. My legs, sore when I started, loosened up just as they had on my second day of swimming. And Dad�s plan to make me quicker worked because my jabs landed on these small,
darting opponents.
I sat on the floor, waiting for my third opponent, and watched all the other white belts spar for a third time, except for Donnie. Mr. Bollars, just like a shrewd fight promoter, waited to
have us fight at the end. Although we were white belts and lacked the grace and elegant moves of the higher belts, we had history.
I took my mark across from Donnie, and repeated in my head: Be aggressive, be aggressive. I was going to beat Donnie to the fuck.
Mr. Bollars gave us the signal to begin, and I moved straight at Donnie with my left arm leading the way. Donnie danced to the side and I followed him, all the time closing the distance between us. I jabbed, Donnie blocked it, but didn�t counter. I jabbed again and he blocked it again. But he still didn�t follow it up with a punch or a kick. My sleeve snapped a tad with a third jab. It didn�t land, but the force reeled Donnie back a step, and I followed him. He blocked another jab but missed my front kick, which landed solidly above his belt and doubled him over.
�Point!� Rubin yelled.
We got back on our marks, but before we bowed to each other to begin the second round, Donnie held up his hand, and said he needed a minute.
�Can you continue?� Mr. Bollars asked. Not waiting for a reply, Mr. Bollars gave Donnie a quick once-over, poking and prodding his stomach and face.
�I�m ready,� Donnie said.
Again, I lunged at Donnie, but he expected me to be on the offensive and easily stepped back. His face didn�t show the worry I thought it should. His face was red and shone with sweat, but I couldn�t tell he was a point down to the boy he had humiliated days earlier. And he wasn�t a point down much longer. When I lunged, I rocked forward off balance�if he hadn�t moved back, I would have been on balance because I�d have hit him and he�d have held me up. Instead, Donnie caught my ribs with a kick.
Breath rushed over my mouthpiece and out my mouth. If this felt anything like the kick I had given him, I understood why he had taken a minute. I, however, did not double over, though I did wince. Donnie and I were even on points, but not so with confidence. What if he connected with two more quick strikes? My jab wasn�t working on him. Did Donnie know the secret to beating Dad�s jab?
This time I didn�t lunge for Donnie and he didn�t come at me until he realized I wasn�t attacking him, and then came his whirlwind of punches, his bony arms and elbows flying around my head. My guard was down protecting my ribs, so he connected with his first punch, and Rubin called the point. I was a punch or kick away from losing to Donnie again. And if I did, I couldn�t face Dad or the rest of the dojo. I�d give up tae kwon do and Dad would have to give up his dream of a black belt son.
I didn�t take a minute, but I didn�t step up to my mark right away. I used the time for a few shallow breaths and looked Donnie in the face. I always had trouble looking people in the face, invading their space, getting into their heads, but I wanted into Donnie�s ugly head. Get into his head, get to him; get to him, beat him. Donnie�s eyes were small and sad like the quails�.
I squinted, and his face wasn�t much bigger than a quail�s head. Donnie was an overgrown quail. I bash quail heads, I told myself. I took my mark and didn�t take my eyes off Donnie�s face. The longer I stared at him, his eyes began to waver. I aimed for his eyes with a fake jab; he blocked it but lowered his guard to do so. I followed with a right cross aimed for his temple, figuring if I missed low there was still the whole side of his face to hit. I found his cheek and made sure to twist my fist when it hit flesh; Rubin yelled �Point,� and Donnie dropped to the floor. I looked down at him and a thin crimson line trickled down his cheek. Dad would be proud.
Donnie wasn�t knocked out, only down. He stayed down for a few moments, but stood before Mr. Bollars got to him. Mr. Bollars told Rubin to call formation as he took Donnie to his office to clean off his face. During formation, I stood in the front row.
�You still got the drawing?� Rubin asked after formation.
�Yeah.�
�Don�t let it get found. That thing�s got my name on it.�
His name? I hadn�t seen Rubin�s name on it.
Dad and Mr. Lopez were speaking when Rubin and I walked up. �You did good, son.�
�You straightened out those punches,� Mr. Lopez said.
Dad leaned over to me and whispered: �Ask Rubin if he wants to come over tomorrow.�
�Rubin, you want to come over tomorrow?� He didn�t answer and neither did his father. I decided to go for the hard sales pitch. �We can jump on the trampoline and swim in the pool.�
Rubin smiled and looked to his father, who said, �What time should I drop him off?�
We decided on eleven in the morning. We�d spend the day together.
That night, after my parents were asleep, I shut my bedroom door part of the way, just enough so that Dad or Mom couldn�t see the glow from my closet light. I opened the Monopoly box and held the drawing in front of me. In the lower right corner was Rubin�s name written in tiny cursive letters. Without Rubin telling me, I might have never seen his name.
Rubin was the first friend I was having over since James and Roger had pinned me on the trampoline. At ten that morning I began checking for the Lopez car. I didn�t see it, but I peeked out front every ten minutes or so, hoping they�d arrive a little early. On my last look for them, I saw James and Roger across the street in their grandparents� front yard, throwing a baseball.
Rubin didn�t arrive early; in fact, he made it closer to noon. Mrs. Lopez didn�t make the trip with them, and I think that disappointed Mom. She had dusted and vacuumed that morning and was prepared to show Mrs. Lopez a spotless house without plastic on the furniture. Mom spoke to Mr. Lopez and Rubin for a few minutes before going to the greenhouse.
�Call me when you�re ready for me to come pick him up,� Mr. Lopez said.
�I might decide to keep him,� Dad said, laughing. A man afraid of his own son being kidnapped, but he joked about doing it to someone else�s son.
Rubin and I went straight to the trampoline. I wanted to put off the pool as long as possible. I only had to take off my shoes for the trampoline. But for the pool, I�d have to take my shirt off, and with my chest, I was in no hurry. He jumped high and performed flying kicks like Bruce Lee. Rubin was too good to believe.
I heard Pal and Mountie barking at the front gate, where James and Roger were. Pal was on his hind legs and Mountie was poking his head in the space where the two sides of the gate met.
�Can we jump on the trampoline with y�all?� Roger asked.
�Did you call and ask Dad?�
�We were going to, but we saw you outside on the trampoline and decided to come on over,� Roger said.
Roger and James knew how Dad was, so they understood the importance of Rubin, a face they hadn�t seen before, at the house, and they came over to see who was threatening their privileged position as my only friends. I held the dogs while Roger and James met Rubin at the trampoline. Rubin and Roger were about the same age and I was afraid they would hit it off and leave me having to entertain James. Rubin eyed Roger and James as if he didn�t trust them.
�Rubin and I take tae kwon do together,� I said.
�When�d you start taking tae kwon do?� Roger asked.
�A while back.� I didn�t tell them that they were the reason. That was when it hit me: aside from my parents and the people at the dojo, Roger and James were the first people to know I was taking tae kwon do.
We all jumped on the trampoline, minus the fancy kicks, in silence. Since no one was talking, and I was the host, I decided we should play a game, a game in which I could get back at Roger and James for embarrassing me in front of Dad. He was in the house now, but I knew he was watching us and I was going to show him that his investment was paying off.
�Y�all want to wrestle?� I asked. �Me and Rubin against you two.�
�Why do you get Rubin?� Roger said.
�Because that�ll even out the ages,� I said. �One older, one younger.�
�But what about size?�
�James is the smallest,� I said, �so no matter what, there�s going to be one pair that has two big people.�
�I don�t wanna wrestle,� James said, breaking his silence. �Let�s play baseball, two-on-two.�
�What�s the matter, you scared?�
Without uttering a word, he dove and caught me around the neck; he strained and struggled and cursed a few times, but I didn�t fall. While he held on to my neck, I lifted him above my head and dropped him behind me. With all of us standing on the trampoline, the surface was taut and rigid, and I heard James grunt as he landed on his back.
Roger, paying attention to us, was caught off guard by a leg sweep from Rubin.
�That ain�t wrestling!� Roger yelled. �Play by the rules.�
�Ain�t no rules in wrestling,� Rubin said. And to prove his point, Rubin, before Roger could get up, jumped on him, rolled him on to his belly, and made a half-cross with Roger�s legs.
I was in awe of Rubin�s skill�he definitely beat Roger to the fuck. But while I was gaping in amazement at Rubin, James grabbed my legs from the back and rolled me over, holding me with my feet up and my shoulders pinned. To make matters worse, he rose to his knees and applied extra pressure on me. It was difficult to breathe and I didn�t know how I was going to get out of the fix. I feared that this would be the moment when Dad would emerge from the house, the moment when I was on my back and twisted like a cheap pretzel.
Rubin left Roger and pulled James off me and hip tossed him onto his older brother, where they lay one on top of the other in a human X.
�I�m gonna tell your daddy,� James said.
�Tell him what?� I said.
�How y�all are being mean to us.�
�We�re only wrestling,� I said.
�You guys can�t take it, so you�re gonna go tell?� Rubin said.
�We can take it,� Roger replied, �but can you?� He pointed at me. Roger the big brother was taking charge and taking back their respect. �Come on, rich boy.�
Roger knew that calling me �rich boy� would make me fight him. I jabbed, caught him right on the nose, which I felt between my first two knuckles, and snapped his head back. The punch startled Roger, and I knew I had broken the wrestling rule: no punches. Now all bets were off and it was truly a free-for-all. Roger punched back, a wide looping cross that took forever to get to me, and when it did, I simply blocked it with my forearm and countered with a punch to the ribs that dropped Roger.
James rolled his brother off the trampoline and helped him put on his shoes. �You buy your friends,� James said. �You damn little rich boy.�
I started jumping on the trampoline, going higher and higher, until, with a final bounce, I sprang over their heads and landed in front of them. Roger was standing and holding his side, and James sat on the ground tying his shoes.
�What�d you call me?� I said.
�Damn little rich boy,� James said. �You�re spoiled too.Trampoline, swimming pool....�
His knees were up, his legs spread; his crotch was an open target and I stomped it. James let out a scream that made me think all the life had left his body.
�What�s all that damn racket?� Dad said.
James, with tears running down his face, walked spread-legged toward Dad carrying his shoes. �Wesley kicked me in the privates.�
I was about to tell my side of the story, when Dad said: �If he did, you deserved it. Now why don�t y�all take your asses back across the street. Wesley has another friend over today.�
�You ain�t got to worry about us coming back,� Roger said, still holding his side. �You can have your new-bought friend.�
�You�re just mad you lost,� Rubin said. �Sore losers, that�s what you are.�
Roger stopped and faced Rubin. I feared that he might want to finish the fight, but he took James by the arm and walked across the street.
�You boys handled yourselves well,� Dad said. �But, son, you should�ve been paying attention when James rolled you up from the back. You gotta always be alert, don�t let no one grab you from behind. Remember: beat the other man to the fuck.�
I heard Dad, but my eyes were on Roger and James as they entered their grandparents� home. Seeing them disappear into that house, I realized that I�d lost them as friends. But trading those two for Rubin, my mentor and new friend, was more than an even exchange.
�Let�s swim, Wesley.�
At the dojo I was scared the other kids would see the top of my flabby chest and swimming with Rubin I risked showing all of it to him, exposing myself to his ridicule. A white T-shirt would be of no use; Rubin could see right through it, and once it was wet, it would cling skin-tight and accentuate my chest. Besides, women and girls swam in shirts and tops, not men or boys. Dad thought the T-shirt under my gi was gay, and he�d think the same if I swam in one, and if he thought so, Rubin probably would too. I�d bare my chest and take the chance.
I pulled my shoulders back and sucked in my stomach, making it firm and lifting my drooping chest. I waited until Rubin was in the pool before taking my shirt off, and as I did I kept my back to him. I glanced over my shoulder, keeping my chest out of his view, as he jumped off the diving board. While he was under water I jumped in, feet first and got low in the water. I relaxed a little, realizing that it wouldn�t be too hard to keep my chest out of sight while we swam. I just had to remember to stay in the deep end and not get out often, which wasn�t a problem since I was a swimmer, not a diver.
Swimming, I soon discovered, was an activity that I did better than Rubin. While I performed the backstroke, free-style, and butterfly, Rubin did the dog-paddle. He could, however, dive with all the grace that he possessed when he performed a flying side-kick.
Because of this, Rubin dove more than swam.
We stayed in the pool for a few hours, and I made sure to get out first, so all he saw was my back, and once I made it to the towels on the pool-side table, I immediately threw one over my shoulders like I saw boxers and wrestlers on TV wear their towels.
I went into my room to change and Rubin followed. I didn�t tell him where to change, but I figured he would use the bathroom. Instead, he undressed in front of me, not showing any
shame. I, on the other hand, turned away from him and had my pants on in seconds, but it seemed to take Rubin extra time to get dressed. I didn�t know if he was a slow dresser or if he was simply taking his time, but I made sure not to look at his nakedness. Or at least as little as I could, though it was difficult not to notice a naked Puerto Rican teenaged boy in my room.
Once dressed, we hung out in my room. I was nervous, having limited experience at entertaining guests. My room didn�t look a thing like Rubin�s. There were no posters on the walls, no models hanging from the ceiling, no comic books stacked in view. Compared to his room, mine was sterile and boring.
�You like video games?� I asked. �I�ve got football and Space Invaders.� I didn�t see any reason to bring up the educational games.
I held out both games to him, and Rubin took Space Invaders. We sat on the floor and began playing. Space Invaders had three settings: beginner, intermediate, professional, and the difference between the three levels was the speed at which the spaceships came at you. They looped down from above and you had to move side-to-side and shoot them. If one of them made it through your electronic bullets, then it was up to you to dodge it. At the professional level, this was difficult because spaceships kept coming at you without any break.
I loved playing football, but of the two games Space Invaders was my favorite. Its graphics were better, and with every shot you took, it beeped, and when you shot a spaceship, you heard it dissolve. Once you were hit, a quick triple-beep sounded, letting you know you were dead. I wished Rubin had selected the football game.
�What�s your high score on here?� Rubin asked. He�d been playing the game for ten minutes and I had yet to hear him die.
�Eight-hundred thousand and something. I�ve been trying to get to a million just to see what�ll happen. How many points do you have?�
�A half-million.�
A half-million points and he still hadn�t died. When I earned my high score, I did it by using all three of my men.
�Damn it!�
I heard his first man die.
�You want something to drink?� I asked. �We�ve got some Coke and juice.�
�Coke�ll be fine,� he said, not looking away from the game.
�What�s Rubin doing?� Dad asked. He was in the kitchen eating a baked quail with his hands at the sink.
�Playing Space Invaders.�
�Y�all having fun?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Good. Good.� Dad pitched the last bite into his mouth and threw the tiny carcass in the trash. �While he�s here, you oughta get him to help you prepare for that belt test.�
�Can�t we just play today?� I said. �There�s all next week in the dojo, and I�ll practice more at home too.�
Dad cocked his head at me and squinted.
�Hell, even God took Sunday off. You boys hungry? I�m gonna cook some burgers. Go ask Rubin how many he wants.�
I got two Cokes from the fridge and went back to my room.
�Look, man.� Rubin held the game where I could see the score at the top. It was nine hundred thousand something and the numbers kept growing. The cold Coke cans burned my hands, but I didn�t put them down; I stood where I could see over Rubin�s shoulder. �Yeah, baby! A thousand points away from a million.�
His first time playing the game and Rubin was going to break a million points. I had had the game since Christmas, six months worth of sore thumbs and endless spacemen, yet I�d never broken a million.
�What man you on?� I asked.
�Third. What do you think it�ll do when I score a million?� Rubin says.
�Stop, probably.�
�Don�t be a sore loser like your friends.�
�I ain�t no loser. You ain�t beat me.�
�I beat your score, I beat you,� Rubin said. �Ninety-eight, ninety-nine, a million!�
�What�d it do?�
�Started back at zero.�
Good. No sparks or fireworks, nothing special marking the moment.
I wanted to knock the game out of his hands, but I knew better than to get into hand-to-hand combat with Rubin. His beating my high score was one thing, but where did he get off calling me loser?
I handed him his Coke and somehow, in the process, I blocked his view of the screen and I heard the triple-beep.
�What�d you do that for, man?�
�What?�
�Made me die.�
�Don�t be a sore loser.�
�I get sore when little shits make me lose,� Rubin said.
�Why do I have to be a little shit because you lost?� I was being smart with him again, and I knew this wasn�t good for my tae kwon do future or keeping him as a friend.
�Who�s a little shit?� Dad asked.
�Those boys from earlier,� Rubin said. �They are some little��he hesitated and wouldn�t curse in front of Dad. �They were sore losers, that�s all.�
�Well, they�re originally from Alabama,� Dad said, �and you can�t expect much from a bunch of rednecks.�
Rubin and I laughed at this, but I wasn�t sure if Dad was joking. Redneck was his word for anybody from Alabama, Mississippi, or Georgia. For those three states, Dad didn�t have any respect. Even our own state of Florida wasn�t good enough for Dad. Nothing compared to Texas, the site of Grandfather Royal�s exploits and accomplishments, all of which Dad was proud of but wanted to distance himself from.
�How many burgers you want, Rubin?� Dad asked.
�Two would be nice. Thank you, sir.�
Dad walked out of the room.
�I told you,� Rubin said, �not to talk to me like that.�
I was beginning to think that having Rubin for a friend was a bad idea. I should have joined forces with Roger and James and run Rubin away.
�But you can call me a little shit?� I said.
�When you are one, yes.�
I opened my mouth to tell Rubin he was being a little shit right now, but I remembered Dad telling me to listen to Rubin. If he called me a little shit, then maybe I was one. I was having doubts about Rubin being my friend, but I still wanted him to help me with tae kwon do, and in order to do that, I had to be nice to him. Plus, I didn�t want to ruin Dad�s plans. He had
swallowed his pride at the Lopez house when Mr. Lopez disagreed about having a little blood in the steaks, and if Dad could do that, I could tolerate Rubin�s remarks. Besides, if I messed up Dad�s grand scheme to make me the youngest black belt in the state, I�d have to deal with his fury, and Rubin, smart mouth and all, was much easier to handle.
�You can take that game home with you,� I said. �See if you can break your own high score.�
Rubin held the game without playing it and stared into space ignoring my last comment.
That was all right. According to Dad, one of Grandfather Royal�s favorite sayings was You catch more flies with honey than vinegar. And my offer of the game came straight from the beehive.
�Thanks,� Rubin said, no longer staring off but smiling and playing the game again. He played twice more before Dad called us to eat.

CHAPTER 8

Saturday morning and the dojo was packed for the belt tests. All those parents who normally dropped off their kids showed up to witness the results. Many of the dads were in the Navy, pilots for the Blue Angels, and they were decked out in their whites sitting rigid and straight. Not showing up for their kids� classes but making it to the belt test didn�t seem fair. Why should the parent miss all the work the kid had put in, but then show up on the day of the test and either gloat about a passing score or deride a failing one? Dad, though I didn�t always want him to be, was at least there.
The waiting area only had enough folding chairs for about a dozen people, but there was double that number standing like a herd wedged between the door and the metal tube separating the waiting area from the workout area. And there was a larger than normal number of students, too. Kids I�d never seen or had seen once or twice were here as well as the usual students. Except for Donnie.
We sat on the floor grouped by belts and waiting for Mr. Bollars. He was talking to some other men in front of the wall of mirrors. All of the men were black belts, and one was Asian�he
seemed to be the one they all deferred to. Rubin, since he wasn�t testing, stood a little ways from the circle of men, looking as if he wasn�t sure if he should join them or not.
I couldn�t see the door for all the people, but it had a bell tied to it that rang occasionally and I held my breath, expecting to see Donnie�s freckled face and dingy gi come walking through the crowd. I was interested to see his parents, too. I already saw whom I took to be his mom, and she was something else; I couldn�t wait to see his dad. Then it hit me: Maybe Donnie�s dad wasn�t around.
Whether his dad was around or not, I was ready to finish my sparring match with Donnie.
We had each ended with two points, though I had knocked him down and made him bleed. But that third point went unscored. I wondered if Mr. Bollars hadn�t let either of us earn that third point to build tension for today? I was nervous as a pregnant nun�(one of Dad�s sayings), and I could only guess at how nervous Donnie was. Maybe he was scared of me and that�s why he hadn�t shown.
�Look alive, boy,� Dad said, with the video camera focused on me. Mom sat next to him in the front row�we arrived early of course�with her camera, and as Dad zoomed me in, Mom clicked a photo. All the other parents had snapshot cameras with bright flashbulbs and superspeed film for the action shots. But Dad was making a movie, recording everything as it was, sounds as well as pictures. The video camera was huge; he let me pick it up once and it weighed as much as the sacks of sugar I got off the grocery store shelf for Mom. The camera killed Dad�s shoulder, and he bitched about it every time after he filmed class. That was probably another incentive for him to stop filming me. But today he wanted to document my first belt test. In the future, I could see Dad with a library of tapes, a different tape for each belt. The one with me earning my black belt would be kept under lock and key and shown to guests, and on my birthday; and, possibly, on the anniversary of the belt�s test date�a new Royal family tradition.
Rubin, at signal, called formation. The four other black belts stood to Mr. Bollars�s, left with the Asian man the nearest to him. I heard the bell and looked over my shoulder, but Dad pointed at Mr. Bollars, my cue to turn around. Out of the corner of my eye I looked for Donnie.
White belts took up the last two rows of formation, which was larger than normal, and I made sure and got on the back row so Donnie would have to walk by me.
Looking for Donnie, I missed the first few moments of Mr. Bollars�s speech, but when I looked up again, Mr. Bollars was introducing the Asian man as Master Cho from South Korea, and Mr. Bollars had been one of his first and best students. In broken English Master Cho wished us good luck with our tests. While I had never doubted his ability, Mr. Bollars did gain some authenticity in my eyes when I learned that he had been instructed by a Korean master.
There were over two dozen white belts testing, but the number of students testing decreased as the belt levels increased, with only two men taking the black belt test. I didn�t know if it was tradition or simple expedience, but the white belts went first, while all the others sat on the floor against the wall. As kids went through their forms, flashbulbs popped and parents moaned and sighed for every wobble and missed step.
I kept waiting for Donnie to make his entrance. Maybe he wasn�t scared at all, but was trying to psyche me out; let me relax and then BAM-O, he�d walk in focused and ready to whip me. My feet sweated, my hands sweated, and I played with a loose string of carpet until my name was called for the form. I counted, just as Rubin taught me, and got through the form with
no problems. Sparring wasn�t a challenge either. I got three new opponents this time. The second one was a girl. I didn�t jab her in the face, at first, but she got up two-nothing on me, and girl or not, I had to let her have it. Lose to a girl and Dad�d never let me hear the end of it. Three jabs to her face quickly ended the bout.
All the white belts sat back on the floor nearest the waiting area. Dad turned off the camera, set it in his lap, and winked at me. It was a hard wink that snatched up his top lip. He
was pleased. My hands and feet stopped sweating. First step almost accomplished. I assumed if Dad was pleased with my performance, then Mr. Bollars and Master Cho had no other choice but to promote me to yellow belt. They would pass me, wouldn�t they? My hands and feet sweated again. They had to tell us today if we passed, didn�t they? Maybe that was something Mr. Bollars had covered while I was looking for Donnie. Damn Donnie!
As we went through our forms and sparred, Mr. Bollars, Mr. Cho, Rubin, and the two other black belts kept score on white sheets, checking off black boxes for deductions from the forms and points for sparring. I hoped my forms� boxes were empty, but for the sparring I wanted my boxes to have lead poisoning. They passed their score sheets to Mr. Cho who nodded over them and pointed at them before writing down our total score.
�All white belts, please, stand,� Mr. Cho said. �When I call your name, come pick up your yellow belt.� The two other black belts carried a table out of the dressing room and it was piled high with yellow belts wrapped in clear plastic.
The names were called in alphabetical order, and no one was missed. Too bad Donnie didn�t make it. He�d have to repeat white belt. I wondered if he�d repeated before? He was already a student here when I arrived, and that would explain why he had the stances down and could punch so well.
Dad filmed the belt ceremony, and I would have liked more pomp and Oriental mysticism like I had seen in kung-fu movies, but having Mr. Bollars take our white belt and Mr. Cho hand us the yellow belt and then bow deeply with a broad smile had its own magic. I turned to walk back to formation and Dad stood beside the metal tube, the red light blinking on the front of the camcorder, and he got all the white belts in the shot. Except Donnie. I knew I wouldn�t see his ugly mug when we watched this tape at home and that took some of the luster off my yellow belt. Without sparring against Donnie and going through him to earn my yellow belt, I didn�t know if I really deserved it.
We were dismissed and most of the waiting area emptied. I showed the belt to Dad, who unwrapped it hurriedly and tied it in a slipknot around my waist. �You did good, son.� He put his arm around my shoulder. �I�m proud of you.� He pulled me to him, smelling of cigarettes and English Leather and VO5 hair grease, which laid his receding hairline down; I saw brown spots
on his balding scalp, and from the side his hairline jutted forward to form a point, which created the profile of an eagle.
Dad whispered in my ear: �You scared the little sonofabitch off.� He laughed and wheezed and his breath tickled my neck. I smiled and my heart felt light. Hearing Dad�s words made me glad that Donnie hadn�t shown up. Scaring him off, making him skip the test was better than beating him.
�I�m gonna make you a shrimp gumbo,� Mom said.
�Well, let�s go,� I said, already tasting the sweet shrimp and spicy gravy.
�We�re gonna wait and watch those two boys test for the black belts,� Dad said.
They�d be the most interesting ones to watch anyway, but we would have to wait through the yellow, green, blue, and brown belts before the red belts tried for their black.
�That�ll take all day,� I said.
�Pay attention to these yellow belts,� Dad said. �You�ll see what you gotta learn, and you�ll get ahead of all those other new yellow belts that left.�
I looked at Mom; she chewed her Freedent fiercely, and put another stick in her mouth.
She chewed excessive amounts of gum when she was nervous. Tae kwon do was Dad�s show and Mom might not want to interfere in public. The bell chimed on the dojo�s door and I expected to see Donnie and his trashy parents ready with an excuse for why they were late. I wondered if Mr. Bollars would let Donnie take the test?
I took a deep breath, plastered a wide smile on my face, and stood so that Donnie could see the new yellow belt around my waist; only, once I turned and looked at the door, it was Mr.
and Mrs. Lopez.
�Sorry we missed your test,� Mr. Lopez said, �but I�m happy to see you passed.�
Mr. Lopez shook my hand and then Dad�s; Mom and Mrs. Lopez spoke to one another while Dad slid over so that the two women could sit next to each other.
�You�ll have to come by the house,� Mr. Lopez said, �and have dinner with us to celebrate.� Mr. Lopez put up his hand, cutting Dad off: �And we�ll eat my steaks this time.�
�I�ve already got some ordered, but I�ll introduce you to my butcher,� Dad said. �And why don�t y�all come over this evening for gumbo? My wife�s a Coonass and fixes the best gumbo around.�
Mom blushed a little at Dad�s statement.
�Ok. We�ll do that,� Mr. Lopez said. �But I�m providing the wine and everything else for Wesley�s meal.�
Mr. Lopez and Dad shook hands as if they�d just come to some great agreement that far outshadowed dinner arrangements.
�If we�re gonna eat gumbo tonight,� Mom said, �I need to start cooking it now.�
�Maria,� Mr. Lopez addressed his wife, �why don�t you bring Mrs. Royal home and help her cook. Rubin and me will ride home with Mr. Royal and Wesley after the tests are finished.
How�s that sound?�
�Sounds damn good,� Dad said.
Rubin walked over. �Good job, Wesley. You nailed those forms.�
�Thanks. But you�re the one who showed me how to do them.�
�Just doing my job.�
Job? Why couldn�t he say just helping a friend? But job was a more accurate description; he was paid in steaks, burgers, swimming, video games, and trampoline use. Maybe Rubin knew
what Dad was up to.
Mr. Bollars called Rubin back to the floor for the yellow belts� test, and Mr. Lopez said to his son: �We�re having dinner at the Royals� house today.�
�Good.� Rubin winked at me.
Four hours and three breaks later, the red belts came up and Dad turned on the camcorder.
�This�ll give you a tape to study,� he said, squinting one eye and focusing the camera. The first red belt was a little guy, but with muscles. His gi was open at the top revealing a narrow yet well-defined chest. He did his form with grace and quickness; each punch and kick snapped in the air.
For the black belt test there were lots of flying kicks: front kicks, double front kicks, side kicks, and this little guy flew with ease.
�You�re gonna have hell, boy,� Dad said, �if you�ve got to do all those jumps.�
The other red belt was larger, more my size, though he was a grown man, and I wanted to see him fly. The big guy�s gi poked out over his belt a little, just like mine did. This big one was my favorite. From a fat boy to a fat man, I hoped he would get his black belt. If he could execute all the maneuvers same as the little guy, then I knew that with practice I could, too. Their form ended with three jumping front kicks, and the little wiry guy nailed the first two perfectly, but a slight wobble on the last one cost him points. I hoped the big guy wouldn�t wobble.
The first part of his form was fine. His sleeves and pants legs snapped with each punch and kick, but he was coming up for the finale. Rubin, as well as the other black belts and Mr. Bollars and Mr. Cho, zeroed in on the red belt, looking for any little reason to deduct points.
His gut jiggled as he landed after the first kick and he landed with his feet shoulder-width apart. No one wrote on their score sheets. The fat man didn�t lose a point, and he didn�t lose a
point for the second kick and landing. Now for the final kick. Sweat shone on his chubby face and his gi spread open, revealing a flabby, sagging chest like mine, minus the acne. Dad kept the camera focused on him, and I watched as he jumped for the last time, kicked, snapped his pants leg, and landed without a wobble. I yelled and clapped and none of the judges marked their
scorecards. The fat guy was going to be the newest black belt, and I knew one day soon I would be one, too.
* * *
Sunday afternoon Dad drove Mr. Lopez, Rubin, and me to see Sid. His bringing Mr. Lopez and Rubin with us showed me Dad had a new level of trust for them. Dad seemed excited about showing Sid off to Mr. Lopez, just like the kid with the biggest and most expensive bike on the block flaunting it in front of the less fortunate ones.
While Dad demonstrated a new-found trust in Mr. Lopez and Rubin, the fact that he picked up the steaks the day after my test showed that Dad hadn�t had much faith in me and my ability to earn the yellow belt on the first try.
Dad walked behind the meat counter and motioned for Mr. Lopez to follow. Sid whispered in Dad�s ear.
�Hell no!� Dad said. �He�s all right.� Dad clapped Sid on the back. �You worry too much.� With that, Sid smiled, revealing the space where his canine should be, and motioned for Mr. Lopez to enter the freezer.
Once in the freezer, Dad made the introductions, all the time making sure to keep his body between Mr. Lopez and Sid. The table was set up in the center of the freezer just as before, with four boxes of meat in a row on top. Dad stepped to the table to begin his examination and Mr. Lopez followed suit, but he could only look over Dad�s shoulder. I didn�t think Dad really cared to have Mr. Lopez�s opinion on steaks. Rubin and I hung back by the freezer door; Rubin watched the adults and I watched him as well as the adults.
Dad inspected each box, and Mr. Lopez, tired of looking over Dad�s shoulder, waited until Dad moved on to the next box before he looked in a box. The freezer was quiet and while no one looked at me, I puffed clouds of breath.
Sid was still quiet, as well as Mr. Lopez, and Dad muttered to himself.
Mr. Lopez said: �I like these T-bones.�
�T-bone�s a poor man�s steak,� Dad said. �And neither one of us is poor. It�s not every day a boy�s son receives his yellow belt,� Dad said, clouds of thick vapor appearing and disappearing quickly in front of his face. �So let�s have six New York Strips.�
Sid picked up one of the middle boxes.
�This one,� Dad pointed to the end box. �That other�s got too many fat streaks.�
Sid, still smiling, did as Dad said.
Back at the meat counter, Mr. Lopez pulled out a gold money-clip in the shape of an anchor.
�What are you doing?� Dad asked.
�I�m going to pay for the steaks.�
�When we use your butcher, you pay for the steaks.�
�Come now, Se�or Royal, let me buy them as a gift for Wesley.� Mr. Lopez laid a hundred dollar bill on top of the meat counter.
�Your money�s no good here,� Dad said, �not when the steaks are for my son. When Rubin passes his next black belt test, then you can buy the steaks.� Dad folded the bill in half lengthwise and shoved it into Mr. Lopez�s shirt pocket.
Mr. Lopez was about to speak, when Dad snatched the bill out of his shirt pocket. �Or you can use this to buy the wine.� Dad smiled.
Mr. Lopez smiled back. �Good idea.�
* * *
While the steaks cooked and red wine was consumed, Rubin showed me the yellow belt form. We were in his backyard, which was shielded by banana trees on three sides, which made me feel as if we were hidden away. It was dusk on a sticky summer evening, and the new form was basically the white belt form with a few new wrinkles. We went through the form a dozen or so times, and when we stopped we were soaked in sweat. I learned this form faster than I did the white belt form, so I was right on schedule; or, since Rubin was showing me the form before Mr. Bollars would at the dojo next week, I was ahead of schedule. Come Monday at the dojo, I�d be the only yellow belt who had a clue as to what Mr. Bollars was going to teach us.
On our first visit to the Lopez house, I thought they only had one bathroom, but there was a second one in his parents� room, which Rubin used, while I showered in the one at the end of the hall. While I dried off, Rubin popped his head in the door, and I drew the towel around me.
�When you finish, come to my room.�
All of Rubin�s sketches were imitations of comic book art, and there seemed to be some new ones hanging on his walls since my last visit, and I figured he was going to show me some new painting or model. Instead, he showed me full-page color photograph of a nude woman sitting with her back erect and legs folded together. Until then I�d only seen photos in National Geographic of meditating monks sitting so.
As fast as Rubin showed me the photograph, he took it away, saying we had to get into the closet to look at it. He climbed in and sat in the back, veiled by his hanging clothes.
I stood at the closet�s doorway listening to the adults talk and laugh. Their voices remained in the kitchen and on the back porch, but it would be easy for one of them to walk in and find us in the closet.
�Get in here, Wesley.�
�What if someone walks in?�
�No one�s gonna walk in. And they can�t see us anyway.� He scooted his body back against the wall and disappeared behind clothes. �Come on.� His voice, while not raised, was demanding. Rubin stuck his head out and held up the picture. She had dark-brown hair and a curvy body. �Come on.� His voice was soft. Dad told me to listen to Rubin, and while I thought that meant only tae kwon do, I wasn�t sure. But I did want to see that photo again.
I crawled into the closet and found a seat on some lumpy old sneakers. It was dark but Rubin had a flashlight, and shined it on the lady. �I ripped this out of one of my pop�s mags,� he said.
Rubin began breathing heavy, sounding like he did when we worked out. He moved the light off the photo and I saw his hard dick. �Touch it.�
I didn�t say or do anything. Mustering up a No to Rubin, my tae kwon do mentor and friend, was next to impossible. His approval was as important as Dad�s. Rubin stroked what I then believed was the biggest dick in the world.
�You want to suck it?�
I wouldn�t touch it with my hand, what made him think I was going to place my mouth on it? But was this what teenagers did? Was I glimpsing a sneak peek of future days? These and other questions remain unanswered when I heard Rubin�s bedroom door squeak open.
�Rubin?� It was his mom; she rolled the �r� heavily.
Rubin killed the flashlight, and I hoped his mom stayed at the door. But no, she turned on the bedroom�s blue light and walked in.
�Don�t move. Don�t move,� he whispered.
Before entering the closet, I feared Dad finding us, but now I realized that with Rubin�s dick out and the photo of the nude woman, it didn�t matter who found us because a whipping out of this world from Dad awaited me.
His mom stood in the center of the room for a minute. Her feet never faced us, so she most likely only glanced in our direction, and with the closet door half shut, she couldn�t see us.
As soon as she turned out the light and left the room, I climbed out and Rubin followed.
�I�m gonna go see what she wants,� he said.
He came back and told me dinner was ready�that was all his mom had came to tell us.
As loud as she spoke all the time, she couldn�t have yelled: Dinner�s ready?
�Where were y�all?� Dad asked.
�I was showing Wesley how to do a standing sidekick out back.�
�I looked out back and didn�t see you,� his mom said.
�We came in the back door; we must have missed you,� Rubin said.
Mr. Lopez and Dad shared quick stares, as if telepathically comparing notes of what they just heard. But neither said anything; they only started filling their plates.
Before we dug into our steaks, Dad stood at the end of the table holding his glass of red wine in the air. �Son, you�re one step closer to a black belt. Congratulations.�
Mr. Lopez said something in Spanish which his wife echoed, and I assumed it was also congratulations.
After what had just happened in the closet, I didn�t have much of an appetite. I couldn�t look at the other end of the table and make eye contact with Rubin because I was afraid something would give us away; as if Dad would see Rubin and me looking at each other and know what we just did, or almost did. But what did almost happen in the closet? Did this mean Rubin was one of the queers I heard Dad speak of? But a queer would have shown me a picture of a naked man, not a woman. Wouldn�t he? My knowledge of queers came from Dad who said they mainly lived in California (though Boston had its share) and they had a funny smell about themselves. Rubin didn�t smell funny. In fact, he didn�t have any smell really, other than body odor when he sweated at tae kwon do practice. But all the older boys at the dojo had that smell, and they couldn�t all be queer. Could they?

CHAPTER 9

�What the sam hell are you trying to pull, Bollars?� Dad was angry, and I was confused.
It was our first class after the belt test and Donnie was there sporting a brand new yellow belt just like me. �That boy didn�t take the test, but he�s got a yellow belt?�
�Mr. Royal, he did take the test...�
�When? I didn�t see him there and I taped the whole damn thing.�
They stood in front of Mr. Bollars�s office; Dad�s hands were shoved in his back pockets and Mr. Bollars had on his gi and sweat sparkled on his forehead.
�Donnie came in and took the test on Sunday,� Mr. Bollars said. His eyes moved around and never landed directly on Dad, whose own gazed burned a hole into Mr. Bollars. The rest of the class was in the workout area stretching and supposedly readying for class, but once Dad began talking everyone focused their attention on him and Mr. Bollars.
�Who�d Donnie spar against?� Dad asked.
�Me.�
�But you�re the damn teacher. How the hell�d he spar against you?�
�I don�t have to explain my ways to you, Mr. Royal.�
�Like hell you don�t. I pay you and that entitles me to some explanations.� Dad�s chest puffed out like one of his pigeons. �You playing favorites, Bollars?�
�I don�t do that.�
�Then why�d you let that Donnie boy come in and take his test separate from everyone else?� Dad�s hands now hung at his side.
�Why don�t we discuss this after class, Mr. Royal? Right now you�re disturbing my dojo.�
�And just giving a boy a yellow belt in private ain�t disturbing the ones who showed up for the test and passed it in front of everyone?�
�Wesley,� Mr. Bollars said, �go get in formation. Mr. Royal, if you like, we�ll discuss this after class.�
�No we won�t. Me and my son won�t be here after class. Come on, boy.�
I looked to Mr. Bollars who stroked his mustache; I looked to Rubin who called formation. And there was Donnie with his shiny new yellow belt tied around his dingy gi, and as Dad led me by the hand out of the dojo, I swore that the freckle-faced boy�s eyes watered up.
�I�ll have Rubin teach you at home,� Dad said in the car.
Rubin teach me at home. Which home? The Lopez�s or ours? If it was at the Lopez home, I feared that Rubin would spend more time luring me into the closet than teaching me forms.
�Why y�all home so soon?� Mom asked.
�That damn Bollars went behind everyone�s back and gave that Donnie a yellow belt even though he didn�t take the test.�
�He took the test,� I said.
�You believed that shit?� Dad said. �Bollars was lying, and I ain�t gonna deal with no liar.� Dad got a Michelob out of the fridge and sat in his recliner. �Boy, if you believed what Bollars was saying, you�ve got a long way to go at understanding people. And what�s worse: you let Bollars beat you to the fuck.�
�But why would he lie?�
�Some people�d rather climb a tree to lie than stay on the ground and tell the truth,� Dad said.
Dad�s comment was funny but didn�t make sense.
I took off my gi and hung it in the closet and joined Mom and Dad in front of the big screen TV. The TV was still big but it was beginning to develop a black streak across the top of the screen. It wasn�t enough to block our view and Dad hadn�t said anything about it, but the streak did seem to be getting bigger, little by little.
We were quiet through the evening news and M*A*S*H, but after that Dad began his nightly flipping of the channels, and broke his silence: �I�ll pay that salt-water nigger to teach you at home. He knows tae kwon do just as well as Bollars.�
Dad flung his leg over the arm of his recliner and told me to get him another beer. By Dad�s actions, I knew he�d reached a decision, one which I wasn�t totally happy with.
There was more silence while Dad flipped channels and drank his second beer. Mom sat in her recliner, chewed stick after stick of Freedent, and appeared as if she wanted to say something. Finally, after her pack of gum was finished, she said: �What are you gonna do about the lessons you�ve already paid for?�
�I�ll make Bollars give me a refund. If he doesn�t, I�ll sue him.�
�This ain�t gonna help Wesley get a black belt,� Mom said.
�He�ll get one, but it ain�t got to be from Bollars.�
Pal and Mountie barked and Dad told me to go see what they were barking at. Dad, ever fearful of having something taken from him, had floodlights mounted by the front gate and over the birdhouse and greenhouse, and with all these lights it was never truly dark around our house.
Pal and Mountie barked and jumped a little off the ground at the gate, and when I stepped from the house, I saw Mr. Lopez and, Rubin who was still in his gi, so I knew they had come straight from the dojo.
�Good evening, Wesley,� Mr. Lopez said. �Is your father home?�
I was happy to see Mr. Lopez, but was mixed about Rubin, who walked in behind his father while I had hold of Pal. Pal was the older and meaner of the two dogs, and I considered letting him attack Rubin. But despite what had happened in his closet, I still wanted to take tae kwon do and keep Rubin as a fellow student, not my teacher.
I led them into the living room and Mom, after saying hello, went to the bedroom.
�Did Bollars send you?�
�No, Se�or Royal. I came because of Wesley,� Mr. Lopez said. �I don�t want you to waste what your son has earned. He went from not punching straight to almost knocking out that Donnie boy. All in a few weeks. After him showing such improvement, do you really want him to stop tae kwon do?�
�Hell no I don�t want him to stop,� Dad said. �That�s why I thought Rubin could teach him. It was Rubin who taught him the form, not Bollars.�
�But Bollars got him to straighten out his punches,� Mr. Lopez said.
�But Rubin would have too.�
�But Rubin is still learning himself,� Mr. Lopez said.
�He�s a black belt, ain�t he?�
�Yes, but a first-degree black belt,� Mr. Lopez says. �Bollars is a fifth-degree. Which do you want teaching your son: a first-degree or a fifth-degree?�
�I won�t be able to award Wesley any belts,� Rubin said. �And with school coming up and my own tae kwon do lessons, I wouldn�t have time to teach him.�
�You work with him now,� Dad said.
�But that�s only tutoring,� Rubin said. �I only help him with what he learns at the dojo.
That doesn�t take nearly the time it would if I had to show him everything from the beginning.�
I thought Rubin and Mr. Lopez were making headway with Dad, who now had both feet on the floor and sat up in his recliner. Dad motioned to Mom�s empty recliner and Mr. Lopez sat in it. Rubin and I remained standing in the archway between the dining and living rooms. This was the closest I�d been to Rubin since the closet, and I wasn�t frightened by his presence. Strangely, I was comforted by it, because somehow, and maybe this was wishful thinking, I thought Rubin had suggested to his father that they come and talk with Dad. During the silence, Rubin looked at me and flashed a faint smile.
�You�re sure you couldn�t teach him?� Dad asked.
�No way, and keep up my own training,� Rubin said.
�Guess I�ve got to go talk to that sonofabitch tomorrow,� Dad said.
* * *
The next night Dad and I waited in the dojo�s parking lot until we saw people walking out after class. I wanted to wait until everyone was gone before we went in, but Dad got out of the station wagon as soon as the first kid walked out, so I had to walk past all the kids who were clearly astonished to see me back in the dojo. Donnie made eye contact and held it; I looked away and went to sit in the waiting area next to Mr. Lopez. Even with my back to Donnie, I could sense his hateful eyes on me. After the way Dad had embarrassed him, I couldn�t blame Donnie for the way he felt towards me.
Mr. Bollars and Rubin were at the head of the workout area putting up equipment and Dad stood at the entrance to the workout area next to Mr. Bollars�s office. His hands gripped the metal tube and he looked straight ahead at Mr. Bollars. I had no idea what Dad would say, but I was glad that Mr. Lopez and Rubin were still here�witnesses who might stop Dad or Mr. Bollars from doing anything too bad to each other.
Mr. Bollars walked towards his office and saw Dad. He paused for a step, then continued.
I noticed the paused step and I knew Dad had too. Dad kept his eyes on his opponent the entire time. Dad had told me how before Grandfather Royal conducted a business deal he would work up a half dozen or so propositions and have them at the ready when it came time to talk business.
This way Grandfather Royal was never at a loss for anything to say and always had a counter offer. I wondered if Dad was that prepared.
�Good evening, Bollars,� Dad�s voice was gruff yet pleasant.
�Mr. Royal, Wesley.� Mr. Bollars bowed his head slightly at me when he spoke. �How can I help you?�
�Mr. Lopez, Rubin, would you please leave so Mr. Bollars and I can speak in private?� Dad said.
I needed them here. Who was going to keep Dad from losing his cool, cursing Mr. Bollars, and having me barred from every dojo in the state?
�Are you certain, Se�or Royal?�
�I appreciate all you�ve done,� Dad said, �but I can take it from here.�
Mr. Bollars patted Rubin on the back as he walked past him and Mr. Lopez waved goodbye as they walked out the door. I looked for Donnie on the sidewalk but he was gone. I was so focused on Dad and Mr. Bollars that I hadn�t heard that loud station wagon.
�Let�s have a seat,� Dad said, and motioned to the folding chairs in the waiting area where I was. This caught me off guard. I expected them to go into Mr. Bollars�s office and, like a magician, Dad would perform his trick away from my eyes. Mr. Bollars� gi fell open at the chest when he sat and I saw the black hairs on his chest that looked like sweaty, curly worms. His chest was firm and didn�t droop. I hoped to have a chest like Mr. Bollars�s one day, hair and all; I figured the hair would hide the acne. Dad turned a chair around and sat on it backwards in front of Mr. Bollars. He would have corrected me if I sat in a chair in such a fashion, but I supposed this was his business-talking position.
�I was a little out of order yesterday,� Dad said, �and I apologize for that. But you can�t blame a father for wanting the best for his son and not wanting his son to be cheated.� Dad sounded like a veteran diplomat, not the man who bullied everybody with whom he came into contact. �Please, go ahead and explain how Donnie took the test.�
Mr. Bollars was silent for a moment. I thought Dad�s new approach had thrown him off balance.
�Well, Mr. Royal, Donnie�s mother called me the afternoon of the test and explained how they had car trouble and asked if he could come in and make up the test.�
His mother called, not his father. I was almost certain now that Donnie was one of those kids without a father.
�That explains the forms,� Dad said, not quite cutting Mr. Bollars off, but not allowing him to finish his thought. �But what about the sparring?�
�Like I said yesterday, Donnie sparred with me.�
�But you�re a black belt. How was this fair?�
�I limited myself to white belt moves,� Mr. Bollars said, his breathing steady, and his voice relaxed. �Front kicks, punches, simple blocks, and I took care to watch my speed of execution.�
Dad nodded and seemed happy with that answer.
�Now, Mr. Bollars, I have to ask you the all important question: can my son come back to your dojo?�
�Wesley never had to leave.� Mr. Bollars looked at me and smiled. �He�s a good student. Hard-working and obedient. You should be proud of him, Mr. Royal.�
�I am. Believe me, I am.� Dad stood.
�But, Mr. Royal, you have caused two scenes in my dojo. One more and I will have to bar you and Wesley. Is that understood?�
�Loud and clear,� Dad said, his hand already extended for Mr. Bollars to shake.
�So I�ll see you tomorrow night, Wesley?� Mr. Bollars asked.
�Yes, sir.�
Inside I felt happy and light. I had never seen this side of Dad, cooperative and humble.
On the drive home Dad said, �Now that�s how you fool a fool. Daddy Royal always told me you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar, and that Bollars was the biggest fly I�ve
got in a while. I want you to be a black belt, and now I�m bound and determined it�s going to be from that chump Bollars. It�s principle now. He�s got to be fucked.�
* * *
Besides selling plants, Mom leased some to businesses around Pensacola, and during the summer I accompanied her on the weekly route while Dad stayed home in case any customers came by the nursery. But today no one was home watching the nursery. Dad, in search of more plants, had hitched up his air-conditioned gooseneck trailer to his flatbed truck and made off for South Florida. He�d been gone four wonderful days. The house�s air felt light and we were happy. No cursing, no yelling, no pressure on me to be on guard at all times.
Most of the plants were leased to restaurants, but there was also the downtown Ramada Inn that had an arcade in its lobby. Arcades were forbidden to me by Dad who saw them as a waste of money. �You�re gonna give a machine a quarter so you can play it? And even if you win, you don�t get your quarter back or any other money. Those things are for suckers.� Then a sucker I was, because every time I saw the arcade at the Ramada Inn I wanted to go in and spend quarters.
That day there was a black teenager in the arcade. He looked like what Dad would call a Yankee nigger: he wore a sports coat rolled up to his elbows and had a Nikon camera hanging around his neck. He played Donkey Kong, a game that I had tried once, but didn�t like because I couldn�t save the girl or get any extra men, and extra men were important for me. I didn�t play often, so I had to make my games last, and I found that Ms. Pac-Man was the best game for me.
I stood a few feet away from the black guy. Dad always talked about how black people, like queers, smelled, and I took some deep breaths to smell the black stink, but this guy must have bathed in sweet and peppery cologne. He played two men at once, fifty cents for one game!
I decided that he must be a spoiled rich boy.
He lost both of his men and passed in front of me on his way to the change machine in the corner.
�Don�t get on that game.� He looked at me over his shoulder while he fed the machine a five-dollar bill.
He was so concerned with me taking his machine that he didn�t notice the other five that fell from his pocket. Luckily for me, the five landed on his right and he turned to his left. I heard
the plunk of two more quarters into Donkey Kong as I slid the five into my pocket.
I found Mom in the dining room and showed her my good fortune.
�Where�d you get that?�
�In the arcade. It was on the floor.�
�Wasn�t no else in there?�
�Just a black kid.�
�Could that money be his?�
�When have you known a black kid to have five dollars?�
�You sound like your daddy.�
�So can I spend it?�
Mom stopped watering and looked me in the face for a few seconds. She wanted to ask me if I stole the money, and part of me wanted to tell her I did, but another part of me wanted to
tell her that if that black kid can�t pay attention to his money, then he doesn�t deserve to keep it�I beat him to the fuck.
�What you gonna spend it on?�
�In the arcade.�
�You cash it in,� she says, �for four ones and four quarters at the front desk and you spend a dollar of it.�
�Why can�t I spend all of it? It�s not our money.�
�Because then you won�t have any money, and four found dollars are better than five spent dollars.�
I didn�t see Mom�s point, but I did as she said because I was lucky she didn�t question me more about my �finding� the money. Maybe since she thought that the money might have been a black kid�s, Mom didn�t see it as stealing. Mom, like Dad, didn�t have much use for blacks; only she called them colored, not niggers like Dad.
While the hotel and its arcade were fun, I was still puzzled about Dad, how he played so nice to Mr. Bollars�s face and then talked about him behind his back. If Dad treated Mr. Bollars like that, did he do me and Mom like that too?
I waited till we were on our way home before I brought this up. �Why�d you get back with Dad?�
�What do you mean, son?�
She always called me son, never boy, so her use of the word didn�t tip me off to her disposition like it did when Dad�s used the word. �After y�all divorced and he came and lived with us in the trailer park, why�d you take him back?�
�He�s your daddy and a boy needs his daddy.�
�Even if he�s a liar?�
�Don�t ever call your daddy a liar! You hear me?� Mom cut me some eyes and for a minute I feared she would lay a backhand on me like Dad.
�But he is.�
�How do you know?�
�He lied to Mr. Bollars. He acted all friendly towards him, then talked bad about him behind his back. How do you know he doesn�t do the same to you?�
�Your daddy ain�t never been afraid to say anything in front of me, that�s how I know. With other people, your daddy does what he has to.�
�But isn�t that wrong? Shouldn�t he treat all people the same?�
�Is it wrong for him to want the best for his son?�
Mom had a point. Dad, in all his demands, did want me to be number one. That was why he didn�t want me simply to take tae kwon do, but to become a black belt as quickly as possible and set myself apart from others.
�Son, I was raised during the Depression. When I was a little girl, we didn�t have running water or electricity. We had an outhouse, but during winter nights it was so cold I didn�t want to walk out to it. Our wooden floor had splits so wide between the boards, I�d squat and pee right next to the bed, which I shared with six sisters. And I went to school barefoot in the summer and
wore an old pair of my daddy�s work-boots during the winter, and all the kids made fun of me.
Some of the better off girls gave me their old shoes. I didn�t want to take them, but they brought them by the house and gave them to Mama, and all the kids saw me at school and knew I was wearing so-and-so�s old shoes. Growing up barefoot in that old shack, all I dreamed about was having a nice house and nice clothes, and with your daddy, I got �em.�
This was true. Mom lived the best of all her sisters. We made rare trips to Louisiana and visited Mom�s family, and they all lived out in the woods around each other and my grandparents� old home. None of Mom�s family had a brick house, had been east of Lafayette or west of Lake Charles. But Mom had when she traveled the country with Dad in his eighteenwheeler, and this made her better off than the rest of her family, and she knew it. And that was why they had a nickname for Mom: Miss Rich Bitch.
�But you do all the work,� I said. �All Dad does is drive to South Florida and buy new plants and birds.�
�It�s your daddy�s money that built the nursery. I�d rather work hard for y�all than another boss.�
�Do you love Dad?�
�Of course I do. And I love you. Why you think I�m willing to work so hard for you, son?�
Mom smiled and patted my knee. When she said �work� I didn�t think she simply meant the nursery. �Work� meant putting up with Dad, and that was for me so I wouldn�t have to be raised in a trailer park or go without all the things Mom did as a little girl. I wondered if Dad knew his wife was with him just for the things he provided? Or, after having four ex-wives, was that the way his world worked?
* * *
There was a van, bright silver and dark red with chrome rims and white-wall tires, in front of our gate, where Pal and Mountie were barking. The van blocked the way to the gate but it pulled to the side when Mom turned in, and out of the van came the Lopez family. Mrs. Lopez hugged Mom and kissed her on the cheek. Mom seemed a little surprised by this, and I wondered what she thought about a Puerto Rican kissing her. Mom, like me, didn�t have many visitors or friends, so I think she was pleased to have any contact with another woman near her age.
While Mrs. Lopez was friendly, Rubin hung back and stood behind his father. I didn�t acknowledge Rubin, and he didn�t make eye contact with me.
�We came by to see Se�or Royal,� Mr. Lopez said.
�He went to South Florida to get more plants,� Mom said.
Mr. Lopez looked disappointed.
�Come look at what we got,� Mr. Lopez said and motioned toward the van. Now I knew why Mr. Lopez wanted to see Dad: to show off his new toy.
All smiles, Mr. Lopez first walked us around the sparkling van, showing us what he said was a custom paint job and the blinding chrome wire rims and the shiny white-wall tires. Mr. Lopez slid open the big side door, and inside was a dark red interior, the same shade as the exterior, with wall-to-wall carpet, four leather chairs, and a sofa across the back, which, said Mr. Lopez with a gleam in his eye, pulled out into a double bed.
�I wanted to take the boys to the beach in it,� Mr. Lopez said.
We lived in Pensacola, Florida, which boasted the whitest sand in the world, yet I had never been to the beach. Dad didn�t like the beach and refused to take me. Mom was always busy working, and she couldn�t swim. Any time I asked to go, Dad said it was nasty with pollution and why did I want to drive to the beach, pay to get on the island and park, when I had a clean
pool I could swim in all day for free?
I was glad that Rubin and Mr. Lopez had encouraged Dad to patch things up with Mr. Bollars, but I didn�t want to go off with them by myself. What if Mr. Lopez knew what his son did to me? What if Mr. Lopez was behind it? What if them showing up with a new van and an invitation to the beach was their way of sealing the deal?
�Wesley�s always wanted to go the beach,� Mom said. �I�m sure he�d love to go.�
Rubin smiled and my hands and feet began sweating.
�I don�t want to leave you here all alone, Mom.�
�She won�t be alone,� Mrs. Lopez said. �I�ll stay here. I got enough of the beach back home in Puerto Rico.�
Mom wouldn�t let Mrs. Lopez, an untrustworthy, knife-carrying Hispanic, stay with her, would she?
She answered my silent question quickly enough when she replied, �I�d love the company.�
Rubin smiled again, and I was reminded of Dad�s grin. He was up to something, but how to tell Mom without admitting what happened in the closet? I didn�t want either of us to get into
trouble, and if I told exactly what happened, I knew we would. That was, if anyone believed me, and who�d believe me over Rubin? If no one did, then only I�d get into trouble, and that was a chance I didn�t want to take.
Mom told me to go in the house and get my swimming trunks. I walked slowly, trying to figure a way out of this beach trip; by the time I was in the house, I heard the rest of them coming in and Mom saying she�d make some coffee.
Dad, to keep me quick, still had me swimming non-stop laps for a half hour every day.
But since he�d been gone, I�d been swimming on my own, not laps but just having fun. And Mom, at the end of the day, would even wade into the shallow part while I swam around her and played on the water slide and did cannonballs off the diving board. For all of this swimming, I only had one pair of swimming trunks, and they hung over the shower curtain rod in the bathroom. I kept thinking about the beach itself, full of people, strangers with nice bodies unlike mine. I was afraid to show my chest at the dojo and even to Rubin, and I was petrified of showing it at the beach, where there�d be people who wouldn�t hesitate to laugh at me.
I had to come up with some way of avoiding the beach. Dad had a rule about the swimming pool: No one entered in regular shorts. He said that regular shorts were too dirty and ate up the chemicals in the pool, making it more difficult for him to keep the water a pretty blue.
Maybe the same was true for the beach. I knew no one was trying to keep the gulf�s waters blue and clean, but maybe there was a rule that anyone who went to the beach had to wear swimming trunks.
I was no expert at using toilet paper. I never seemed to be able to get myself completely clean with it, so I had developed the habit of using a towel or washcloth from the dirty clothes. Mom was the only one who did the laundry, so I never worried about Dad finding out about this.
Mom questioned me about it the first time she found shitty towels in the wash; but luckily, after I explained how toilet paper didn�t get my butt totally clean, she let me continue my new practice.
I found the towel I had most recently used, which was earlier that morning, and smeared some of the brown contents across the lining of my swimming trunks. Shitty trunks: I couldn�t go anywhere with them.
�Mom, could you come here.� She came in from the dining room, where Rubin and his parents sat waiting on coffee.
�What is it, son?� Mom asked from the other side of the bathroom door.
�Come in,� I said, �I�ve got something to show you.�
I stretched the waistband wide to make sure Mom wouldn�t miss a spot of the brown streak, and once Mom recognized what I was showing her, she shut the bathroom door and asked in a low voice: �What happened?�
�I put them on and had to use the bathroom suddenly, and I didn�t get them off in time. What am I gonna do now?� I tried to act as disappointed as Mr. Lopez seemed when he found
out Dad wasn�t here.
�Put those in the dirty clothes and get another pair of shorts from your room for the beach.�
�But I can�t wear just a regular pair of shorts. What about Dad�s rule?�
Mom made a face and laughed. �That�s only for the pool, son. You don�t have to worry about the pH balance of the gulf. Now hurry up. Don�t keep Mr. Lopez waiting.�
Mom went back and served coffee, the pungent odor of which now filled the house, and she and Mrs. Lopez set in to beating their gums�one of Dad�s expressions for useless talking. I found another pair of shorts and I got two shirts, one for swimming in and one for the ride back. Before I joined them, I got another pair of shorts for the ride home, too.
* * *
The parking lot was paved with angled spaces; not what I expected for the beach. I thought we�d pull up to the edge of the sand, not fight for a paved parking spot as if we were at the mall. But unlike a mall parking lot, this one looked down over the beach, with its bright white sand stretching in both directions. The water�s edge was teeming with people: screaming kids, teenagers posing and primping for the opposite sex, young adult couples holding hands, single middle-aged men with guts and tattoos, and old pasty people.
Mr. Lopez didn�t walk down to the beach with us, but sidetracked to an open-air beachfront bar, and ordered a rum and Coke. He had given Rubin the key to the van, in case we needed anything out of it he said, and this convinced me that Mr. Lopez knew what Rubin was doing or was trying to do to me. As soon as his father settled down on the barstool with a drink, Rubin told me that he needed to go back to the van for a minute.
�Let�s walk around first,� I said, �and do some swimming.�
�You�ve got a pool you can swim in anytime,� Rubin held up the key up and dangled it.
�I�ve never been to the beach and I want to check it out.�
�It�s just an island surrounded by water. Nothing special.�
�Then why�d you bring me here?�
�Thought you�d like it. Get you away from the house and your daddy. He�s got to get on your nerves with all that yelling and cursing.�
Although what Rubin said was exactly how I often felt about Dad, I resented hearing him say this. By talking bad about Dad, Rubin showed himself to be like Dad. I walked down the beach, admiring how white the sand was and the passing tanned women in two-piece canary yellow and bubble gum pink bikinis.
�The van�s the other way,� Rubin yelled.
I didn�t look back; I needed time to cool off and think. But I also knew that I couldn�t get separated from my ride, so as I made my way through the ankle-high squeaking sand, I glanced
back every so often to see that Mr. Lopez was still on his barstool. I ventured down into the oncoming surf and let it wash over my feet. The water was cool and I could smell the salt. I liked how the rolling waves wet the sand and packed it firm so my feet didn�t sink in it, and I began leaving my footprint, large thing that it was, and watching frothy water wash it away. I was on one foot, using my weight to make a deep imprint, when I heard Rubin: �I used to like doing that, too.�
In a weird way, I wanted Rubin to come after me. His wanting me, while scary, excited me. In his eyes, I was a valuable commodity, just as oil and ranches had been valuable commodities for Grandfather Royal.
�You come to take me back to the van?� This was business and it was time to beat him to the fuck. Life, business: I saw now that Dad was correct and I couldn�t, no matter how much I had wanted to, keep life and business separate. Rubin wanted me, and I wanted him as a friend. With compromise and cooperation could both get what we wanted.
�You want to go, man?� he asked, smiling.
He was not good at playing the negotiating game. Never show a salesman that you want what he�s selling, Dad always said. That was why when shopping for a new car Dad would pretend to walk off several times on every salesman that undertook the challenge of haggling with him.
�Why should I? What do I get out of it?�
�What...what do you want?� Rubin�s smile turned to a confused grin.
�My Space Invaders game back and a big drawing of Captain America to hang in my room.� A swastika was a no-no on my walls, but Dad couldn�t complain about Captain America. Even though I didn�t like comic books, the drawing would liven up my room some, and more importantly, every day when I looked at the painting, I�d have the satisfaction of knowing that it was the first item I negotiated for.
�I want the comic books I let you borrow back,� Rubin said.
�You�ll get them after I have my game and picture.�
�No, before.�
�I�m going to the van before you give me anything,� I said. �Isn�t that enough good faith for you?� Good faith was a phrase I�d heard Dad use when dealing with car salesmen.
Rubin�s confused grin became more strained. Things had changed. I could speak to him however I wanted to now. And he was trying to figure out how to handle me.
The waves rushed in, erasing my deep footprint, cooling my ankles, and leaving white bubbles on my feet. I stared out over the water, pretending not to notice Rubin. This was another
negotiating technique I learned from Dad: after you�ve given your demands, act as if you don�t give a damn about the other person meeting them.
I looked back at Mr. Lopez, still seated on his barstool. He waved his hand at the young blonde bartender who ignored him at first, busying herself with a tray of empty glasses, but then
took his order for a second drink when he banged his empty glass down on the bar. If Rubin didn�t hurry and give me an answer, I was going to do the same: grab his attention and let him know I meant business.
I looked at Rubin�s black hair, dark eyes and brown skin; the opposite of my thin blond hair, blue eyes and pimply skin. Maybe that was what he liked in me: our physical differences.
Rubin looked me in the eyes, and once he saw me pivot to walk away, he said: �How soon would you want the picture?�
Good, he mentioned the picture first. Space Invaders he could just hand over to me one night at the dojo, but the picture he�d have to take time to draw.
�In two weeks,� I said. �And the picture has to be big, poster-size.�
�Anything else?�
�It has to be in color. And don�t sign it.�
�Why not?�
�I�ll know you drew it. That�s good enough.�
Rubin nodded in agreement, but slowly, and his slow movement told me he didn�t totally understand my answer or reason. I didn�t want him to sign it because I wanted to get some work out of him for which he wouldn�t receive any credit. Not only was I beating him to the fuck, I was fucking him out of his art. Dad would be proud.
�What exactly are we going to do in the van?�
�You�ll see.�
�I know I�ll see, but I want to know what�s going to happen.�
�Why, if you don�t like it, you going to renege on our agreement?�
�Renege� was a word I heard Dad use, and it was always a word to describe liars and cheaters and no-count businessmen.
�I�m not going to renege. But I�m not going to go ahead blindly.�
�We�re going to have some fun,� Rubin said.
�What kind of fun?�
�What�s up with all these questions? Do you want to go to the van and become my best friend or not?�
* * *
We entered through the sliding door and Rubin quickly pulled it shut behind us; the heat in the van was smothering. Before I could even sit down, Rubin reached out and began to rub my crotch. A boner, much like I awakened with some mornings, stretched the front of my shorts. My legs felt weak and I sat in one of the back-row captain�s chairs.
�People can see you through the windshield,� Rubin said, �come to the back.�
I moved to the sofa in the back and recalled Mr. Lopez saying that it folded out into a double bed. But Rubin didn�t unfold the sofa; he was too busy massaging me inside my shorts.
Sweat trickled from my hairless armpits and Rubin pulled down my shorts. My dick stood straight up and looked bigger than I�d ever seen it. Dad, I knew, wouldn�t appreciate his son having his private part stroked by a Puerto Rican anything, especially a boy. But I liked the feeling, and wondered why I�d never thought to do this to myself. Although Rubin was rubbing my dick, I got a powerful feeling in my toes which moved up my shins, locked my knees, and burned my thighs as it raced through them and out the end of my dick.
�You were full, man,� Rubin said, getting a towel. A creamy, white streak hung on the red roof of the van, and it almost glowed against the fiery backdrop.
Rubin�s snatched off his shirt and shorts and had a boner pointing at me. In the closet his dick had appeared huge, but now it seemed a tad smaller and not quite as intimidating. I sat back on the sofa and was so weak that I couldn�t move, but Rubin was running out of patience.
�Give me a minute,� I said.
�You got off, man. Now it�s my turn.�
I reached for his dick, but he grabbed my hand and jerked me to my feet.
�What�s going on?�
Rubin didn�t answer. He only pushed my face into the floor; the new car-smell filled my nose and I could barely breathe, but lack of air was not my main problem. Rubin�s dick felt like a
hard turd entering me, like the time I was constipated and had one hanging half in and half out.
In my mind I yelled �Stop,� but all I heard were Rubin�s grunts. I held back tears, telling myself that if I didn�t make a noise then none of this was real, none of this was happening. One sound and all of this would be real and undeniable.
Rubin, finished, backed away from me, and I immediately raised my head and took a deep breath. Rubin�s dick was still stiff, but now it drooped at the end and he wiped it with the same towel that had erased my streak. My butt felt hot and wet and I worried about Rubin�s white cream: was it in me? Or was the warm, wet sensation blood? My blood? I felt around with my hands and heard Rubin laughing.
�I didn�t get any in you, man.�
I didn�t ask him if I was bleeding; I figured if I was he would tell me. But my butt was sore, and I didn�t know how I was going to sit for the ride home.
�I�m gonna go find my pop,� Rubin said. �You come too.�
Now I knew that Mr. Lopez had something to do with this, and Rubin was bringing me as a trophy to show off to his dad.
�Fuck you!�
�What? Fuck me?�
�You heard me,� I said. The incident was over and now that I had made noise, it was way too real.
A punch to my stomach doubled me over.
�Don�t be an ingrate,� Rubin said. �You wanted this just as much as me. Now keep your mouth shut.�
At home, after the Lopez family had left, Mom asked again if I had liked the beach?
�Good. It was big and had lots of people.� That was the same answer I had given her earlier as Rubin stared at me.
�Now, your going off with Mr. Lopez and Rubin,� Mom said, �that�ll be our secret. No reason to tell your daddy.�
I agreed: there was no reason to tell Dad, or Mom, anything about my trip to the beach.
No reason at all.

CHAPTER 10

After the incident in the van, I saw Rubin differently. Before that, I knew that he could be hurtful, mean, but now I knew he could be cruel, and I didn�t want to be around him. That was why I started staying in the greenhouse in the afternoons, helping Mom move the yucca plants Dad had brought back from his trip. Dad returned from South Florida two days after my visit to the beach, and on his trip he had come across a fellow whose nursery was being repossessed and had needed to get rid of his plants as soon as possible. Dad saw a chance to beat the man to the fuck and bought all the man�s yucca plants, which had a stalk like corn and would cut you with their leaves. Being sliced by those leaves was the price I was willing to pay not to go to Rubin�s or to the dojo. And Dad let me get away with it for the first week he was home.
But after that week, Dad no longer bought my industrious streak. �Boy, you ain�t never been productive,� he said from the greenhouse door. �You hate tae kwon do that bad you�d rather sweat to death out here?�
�I�m helping Mom.�
�You don�t never get in this much of a hurry when I ask you to help me.�
�Maybe you don�t ask right,� I said.
Dad tilted his head. �Well, I�m not asking you now, I�m telling you: go get ready for tae kwon do.�
�It�s not time yet,� Mom said. She was at the table in the center of the greenhouse, up to her elbows in potting soil, sweat rolling down her face.
�I�m gonna take him by Rubin�s first,� Dad said. �So just stay out of this.�
�Stay out of it?� Mom said. �Well, I won�t. Wesley�s all the help I got out here.�
Dad marched to the table in three long strides, and I stood motionless, holding a yucca in each hand.
�What are you trying to say, woman?�
�That while I�m out here sweating like a nigger, you�re under the air in the house.�
Dad grabbed Mom behind the neck with one hand and slapped her face with the other.
Her glasses hung crooked, and through tears she straightened them and tried to step back, but Dad didn�t loosen his grip on her neck.
�Don�t tell me how to raise my boy.�
�He came out of me; I know for sure he�s mine.�
He slapped her two more times; her glasses fell to the greenhouse floor and Mom burst into full-blown sobs.
�Go get ready for tae kwon do, boy!�
I dropped the yucca plants and ran, Pal and Mountie at my heels, to the house. A few minutes later I was in my gi and waiting for Mom to come in and tie my belt, but I didn�t hear her or Dad in the house. I hoped he wasn�t out there going to town on her. Dad�s anger was vicious, but usually short-lived. He soon wanted to make up, to explain that it was his way, and his daddy had been just as hard on him, it was for your own good�his lines applied to Mom or me.
I peeked out the kitchen window. Pal and Mountie lay in the sand by the back door, their heads up and their ears at attention. Dad strode from the greenhouse with arms swinging furiously at his sides. This was bad. I had to get my belt tied quickly, and be waiting at the back door ready to go when he entered the house, or a Texas tornado would rip through me.
I�d seen Mom tie the belt dozens of times, and told myself over and over: I can do this. I held the belt in front of me, halved it, wrapped it around my waist, kept it straight and made certain it didn�t twist; wrapped it again, kept it straight and pulled the two ends from around my back, hoping they would be long enough to tie. And they were. I looped the two ends, then looped them again in reverse, and made a flat knot just like Mom.
�I knew you didn�t need your mama to tie your belt for you. Now get your ass in the car.�
During the entire drive to the Lopez house, Dad ranted about Mom and how when he met her she didn�t have a pot to piss in or window to throw it out of, that she was just a dumb Coonass, that he even had to teach her how to eat. Damn it, gal, you break bread with your hands, not tear it with your fork, he had told her.
On the back porch with Mr. Lopez, Dad continued talking, but his subject switched to me, how I�d become a black belt in no time, I�d go off to Texas A&M and be either an engineer
or a veterinarian. �A good job to keep him occupied until he inherits the Royal empire.�
Empire? It was 500 acres of a West Texas oil field, with new wells going in yearly, and the old wells only in the first layer of sand. Twenty-thousand acres of farmland in eastern Colorado, along the Kansas state line, the flat side of Colorado, because I didn�t see one mountain the time we went and visited the farm. It wasn�t one farm, but many, spread out over the entire county, with local farmers living and working on them. Grandmother Royal got a percentage of the profit each year and didn�t do any work from her penthouse in Amarillo. A sweet deal for her and just the way Grandfather Royal left it, which pissed off Dad, who believed that, as the only son, he should have been left in charge of the family businesses. When he wasn�t, Dad hit the road behind the steering wheel of a Peterbilt.
The Royal empire, according to Dad, would come to me in the future, but the Space Invaders game was something I could get from Rubin now. And I could see if he�d started the Captain America drawing, let him know I hadn�t forgotten, and that what had happened in the van didn�t change a thing.
But it had. Seeing Rubin, I lost all my nerve. Instead of making my demands, I quietly followed him as he led me through the yellow belt form, which I hadn�t practiced or thought about since the night of my celebratory dinner at the Lopez house.
Throughout the yellow belt form, I rarely made eye contact with Rubin, and the few moments that our eyes did connect hurt me. I whimpered inside, remained silent, and kept my head down, catching bits of Dad�s conversation with Mr. Lopez got a chance to speak. I was balanced on one foot, performing a side-kick, when I heard Mr. Lopez say, �Wesley enjoyed the beach, Se�or Royal.�
�That boy ain�t never been to the beach.�
�Yes, he has. I took him.� Mr. Lopez smiled as if he expected to be thanked.
�Did Raynell go with you?�
�No, she and Maria stayed at your house and had a women�s cackling session.�
�You took my son off by yourself?�
�Rubin came, too. Just a day at the beach for the boys, Se�or Royal.�
�Like hell it was! You don�t take Wesley nowhere without asking me first.�
�You weren�t here. Be reasonable, Se�or Royal.�
�I don�t need you telling me to be reasonable. You just don�t take Wesley off anywhere anymore, comprende?� Dad�s finger was in Mr. Lopez�s face.
Mr. Lopez looked at the finger, then to me and Rubin, then back to the finger, and with just a flick of his wrist he flung his rum and Coke at Dad�s chest.
�Come on, Wesley, we�re going home.�
Dad, surprisingly, stepped back instead of landing a jab on Mr. Lopez�s nose. But I could feel his anger in his grip on my shoulder as he steered me to our car.
* * *
�How could you let that salt-water nigger take you to the beach?�
�I wanted to go to the beach,� I said.
�Haven�t I told you never to go off with people?�
�But Mom let me. You don�t think she�d send me off with someone who�d hurt me?�
Dad was silent for the rest of our drive home, and I hoped this meant that he had cooled off. But at home, he led me by the arm, with Pal and Mountie leaping beside us, to Mom in the greenhouse.
�Why�d you do it?�
�What are you talking about?�
�Let Lopez take Wesley off.�
�You can�t keep the boy locked at home forever. You got to let him out and be among people.�
�But not them people,� Dad said. �You didn�t know they�d bring him back, or bring him back alive!�
�Don�t be ridiculous.�
�I still wouldn�t trust �em enough to take our boy off.�
�Maria was here with me,� Mom said.
�Goddammit!� Dad slapped the yucca from Mom�s hands. �That ain�t the point.�
�Wesley�s home safe,� Mom said. �That�s the only point there is.�
I wasn�t exactly home safe. Rubin, the van, and what had happened made me anything but safe, and I couldn�t say anything. Dad would think I was a queer for sure. And I was afraid for Mom. Dad had already roughed her up in the greenhouse, and if he learned about what Rubin had done to me when Mom allowed me to go off with him, Dad would come unhinged. I didn�t even want to imagine how he would beat and curse us.

CHAPTER 11

Dad didn�t bring me to tae kwon do for the next three weeks, which was fine with me. But one evening in the middle of the fourth week, after he and Mom had a yelling match in the kitchen that made her cry, he told me to put down the electronic football game and get dressed for tae kwon do class.
�I thought I was finished.�
�I didn�t pay for a year of lessons so you could quit after you made yellow belt.�
�But the class�ll be ahead of me.�
�Then you�ll have to practice at home on your own to catch up. Now be dressed in five minutes.�
What really worried me was that Rubin might have told the other kids, especially Donnie, what he had done to me.
We entered the dojo later than usual, five minutes before class started. Mr. and Mrs. Lopez sat in the waiting area with their backs to the door. Seeing them made me nervous because it meant that Rubin was here.
�Where�ve you been, Wesley?� Mr. Bollars asked as I walked past his office.
�We took a little trip down to Mexico,� Dad said. �Just got back yesterday. He isn�t too far behind, is he?�
�A month,� Mr. Bollars said, �but don�t worry. There are two more months before the green belt test. You�ve got time to catch up.�
Mr. Bollars smiled and rubbed my head as I entered the workout area, which was full of kids, yet Donnie and Rubin were the two that stood out. I was sure that Donnie was now the leading yellow belt in the dojo. He stretched along the right wall, the leg of his dingy gi resting on the bar as he bent at the waist and touched his toes. Before my month away from the dojo I could touch my toes, but during that month Dad didn�t enforce my swimming regiment.
Rubin stood alone at the head of the workout area, awaiting Mr. Bollars�s command to start class. Rubin looked lonely as a teenager in the midst of kids; he was by himself, separated from everyone by his belt rank. For a moment, I thought of going to him and telling him to keep Space Invaders and don�t worry about the picture. And in that moment I could have faced him without fear, but I didn�t because Dad�s voice, followed by Mr. Lopez�s, stopped me. Their voices, to my surprise, weren�t hostile. But I wanted to hear where their conversation went before I let Rubin off the hook.
Eavesdropping on Mom and Dad at the house had always been easy, but in a packed dojo, it was a difficult task, especially with all the smaller kids, the new white belts, chattering up a storm. So I worked my way toward the waiting area, keeping my back to the dads while doing a few stretches. Dad�s voice was now low, which was strange for him, so I knew he was up to something. Mr. Bollars walked out of his office and Rubin called formation. Since I was now a yellow belt, I stood more in the middle of formation, while the back row, the eavesdropping row, was home to the new white belts. I made sure and got at the end of a row, but when I stuck out my right arm, there was Donnie and his freckles grinning at me.
�Thought you quit,� he said.
�You�re not that lucky.�
Donnie was about to answer but Mr. Bollars began explaining tonight�s lesson. �Tonight we�ll work on close quarters, hand-to-hand fighting.�
This was not what I wanted to hear.
Mr. Bollars, while we remained in formation, showed us, by demonstrating on Rubin, the pressure points on the hands, throat, and neck.
�You don�t have to be strong to win in close combat,� Mr. Bollars said, �you just have to know where the pressure points are. Press on the right one of those and your opponent will drop
without much exertion from you.�
Mr. Bollars paired us off to work together and I wound up with Donnie. He went first, taking my hand and pressing with all of his might on my thumb joint. When Mr. Bollars did this to Rubin, he fell to his knees. I waited for the pain but it didn�t come. I remained standing and Donnie�s face turned red as he squeezed harder and harder.
�You must not be doing it right,� I said.
Donnie still tried to make me drop to my knees and began huffing and puffing and grunting as he squeezed my hand. The area where he was supposed to apply pressure was at the base of my thumb, but once that didn�t work, Donnie started pressing all over the back of my hand. Between his noise and improper technique, Donnie grabbed Mr. Bollars�s attention.
�Right behind the thumb, Donnie. Yeah, right there. Now squeeze it.�
Donnie did, and there was a slight pain in my thumb but nothing to stop an attack.
Mr. Bollars pushed Donnie out of the way and grabbed my hand. What was a slight pain with Donnie became stronger under Mr. Bollars�s grip, but it was still not enough to bring me to my knees and definitely not enough to stop me during a fight. Mr. Bollars let go of my hand, took a step back and stroked his mustache. I cast a quick glance at the waiting area and saw Dad
and Mr. Lopez leaning close to one another. I was a little upset that Dad had missed my big moment when not even Mr. Bollars could bring me to my knees.
�Wesley,� Mr. Bollars said, �are you double jointed?�
�I don�t know, sir.�
�Bend your thumb back like this.�
I did as Mr. Bollars showed me, only my thumb bent back further than his. Mr. Bollars stroked his mustache and nodded his head. �That�s the problem. Some of these pressure-point holds won�t work when you�re double-jointed.�
Until then, I�d never heard of people being double-jointed, and while I didn�t know what it meant exactly, I did know that for the time being it made me withstand Donnie�s pressure point attacks on my hand. The only problem was that my throat and neck weren�t double-jointed, and those holds worked against me.
When it was my turn to attack, I squeezed Donnie�s thumb with all my might. His bones crackled and he yelped in pain. My favorite hold was the one in which I grabbed him around the base of the neck and tightened like a vise-grip, which Mr. Bollars said sent a whirlwind of confusing impulses through the nervous system. Donnie�s neck was so skinny and my hand so wide that if I wanted to, I could have choked him from the back. Instead, I clamped down on the back of his neck, he threw up his shoulders and tried to shove his neck down and even stomped his feet, but all of that wasn�t getting him out of my hold. I looked over my shoulder at Dad, but his face was still close to Mr. Lopez�s. I kept my grip on Donnie�s neck and my gaze on Dad, and Donnie screamed �Let go!� Dad, like the rest of the dojo, looked at us. Dad smiled and leaned back in to talk to Mr. Lopez.
I enjoyed hurting Donnie and the feeling pumped me up so much that after formation, I stopped Rubin in the center of the workout area. �I�m still waiting on Space Invaders.�
�I brought it weeks ago. You ain�t been around, man.�
�I�m around now.�
�I ain�t got the game with me. And what�s this lame-ass crap your dad�s saying about Mexico?�
�We went there for vacation.�
�You ain�t been on no vacation, man. We passed by your house a few days ago and saw your car and truck in the yard.�
�We flew.�
�Your old man�s afraid to fly,� Rubin said. �Your mom told my mom.�
It was true: for all his badass glory Dad was afraid to take his feet off the ground. �It�s not the fall I�m afraid of, it�s that sudden stop,� he�d say.
�Your mom and old man been fighting?�
�No.� Had Mom told Mrs. Lopez about that too? I was beginning to think Dad was right, Mom was too trusting of them.
Rubin walked away, and I followed him to the waiting area, where the conversation continued between Mr. Lopez and Dad. I couldn�t wait to know what sort of line of bull Dad was feeding Mr. Lopez, and whether Mr. Lopez was falling for it. But as we approached they stood and walked out. Mrs. Lopez said hello and asked about Mom, and I said Mom was fine. After learning from Rubin what Mom had told Mrs. Lopez, I kept my answers short and didn�t say anything else to her or Rubin.
Donnie walked by, wringing his hand and casting hateful eyes at me. I glared back. I was beginning to see Dad�s point: there were some people that I would never be able to be friends
with, and knowing this there was nothing holding me back from beating them to the fuck.
I wondered if Dad was beating Mr. Lopez to the fuck in the parking lot. I made my way to the window, partly to glare at Donnie, partly to check on Dad. Donnie assumed his crosslegged
position on the sidewalk and waited for the thundering automobile to come for him, but I didn�t see Dad or Mr. Lopez. I scanned the dimly-lit parking lot, looking especially under the
light posts. A glimmer emerged from a far shadow, but it was only a stray shopping cart. Coming from the other direction was Donnie�s mom, booming in all her mufflerless glory. He was still
cradling his hand and didn�t let go of it as he got in the car. I watched them until the car was out of sight and earshot.
I looked for Dad again and spotted him and Mr. Lopez walking out of the Japanese restaurant next door. Dad�s hand was on Mr. Lopez�s shoulder. If he knew how, Dad could have paralyzed that shoulder with the right amount of pressure. Dad grandly swung open the dojo�s door for Mr. Lopez and both men wore wide smiles.
�Now Saturday,� Dad said loudly, �the boys�ll play together at the house where I can watch �em.�
�Fine, Se�or Royal, fine. And that night, you bring Rubin and Wesley to the dojo, and afterwards we�ll all go to my house and have some of my butcher�s steaks.�
They shook on it, neither man�s smile diminishing.
I waited for Rubin to say he didn�t want to come, but he fell in behind his mom as his father led them to the door. When Rubin walked by me, I said, �Don�t forget the game and picture.�

CHAPTER 12

�That old salt-water nigger didn�t know what hit him when I took him in that Jap restaurant,� Dad said on our drive home from the dojo. �We did three shots of sake, and Lopez was agreeing with everything I said.�
Dad�s plan was this: by agreeing to eat Mr. Lopez�s steak and by having Mr. Lopez drop Rubin off at the house Dad stroked Mr. Lopez�s ego and allowed him to show off the van, and Dad agreed to all of this because he wanted to have Rubin alone with us for a day just as I was with Mr. Lopez and Rubin at the beach.
* * *
The next day Dad and I met Mr. Lopez and Rubin at the front gate. Rubin opened the sliding door of the van and got out. He had a large piece of glossy white paper, carefully rolled into a tube, in his hand. Mr. Lopez invited Dad to take a look inside, which Dad did, while I examined Rubin�s work. Captain America stood on the neck of the Nazi mutant Red Skull, whose swastika, while crumpled with him on the ground, stood out brightly at the bottom of the page. Flames rose from burning Nazi tanks behind Captain America while Luftwaffe fighter planes were chased through the orange-red sky by Blue Angel fighters.
�I figured they couldn�t say nothing if Captain America�s squashing the Nazi,� Rubin said.
I nodded my head in agreement and continued inspecting the drawing. It was bright, colorful, and I felt marvelous knowing this was the product of my first business negotiation. I told him it was good, but I refused to rave over it.
�One hell of a customized van,� Dad said. �I may have to get me one of these. Except mine�d be a Chevrolet, not a damn Ford.�
�Ford�s have never done me wrong,� Mr. Lopez said.
�They work for some people. Just not for me.�
�While mine still works,� Mr. Lopez says, �I�ll go get my steaks.� He tipped his white straw hat to Dad and smiled.
I took the drawing to my room and hung it over my bed, where it livened up the bare white walls. But I didn�t like being in my room alone with Rubin. I looked away from the drawing to him and he motioned his head toward my closet. Was Rubin crazy? Here, at my house, with Dad lurking?
�Where�s the game?� I asked.
�Almost forgot,� Rubin pulled it out of his back pocket and held it out to me but when I reached for it, he jerked back the game.
�Stop playing,� I said. Each time he took the game away, he stepped back, and after a few attempts, he had me in front of the closet. �Give it to me!�
�I will, if you follow me.�
�That�s not part of our deal. You�re supposed to give it back to me just like I gave it to you: with no strings attached.�
�Inside the closet,� Rubin said, his voice soft and low, �it�s dark and you can see the graphics better. I played this game in my closet all the time.�
�Bullshit. I know why you want me in the closet.�
�You don�t like that game?�
�I hate it, and I�ll hate you if make me play it.�
Rubin�s face contorted just like at the beach when I�d told him I�d go to the van with him under my own conditions, and he held the game out to me and didn�t snatch it back. I looked it over and took time to notice it, really, for the first time, and once I saw that there weren�t any scratches on the screen, I slid it under my bed and pulled out my football.
�Let�s go outside and throw the football.�
�I don�t like football,� Rubin said.
�All boys like football. What�s the matter, you not a boy?�
�I�ll show you a boy,� Rubin snatched the football from me and smacked me on top of the head with one of its pointed ends.
I wanted to cry, but Dad stepped to my bedroom door, and said, �Y�all can throw that damn football later. I need y�all out in the birdhouse now.� I had never been so thankful to hear Dad barking out orders before.
In the birdhouse, not all the birds were in cages. Chickens, domestic and imports, bobwhite quail, and pheasants ran wild. There were water jugs, the top a milky white and the bottom fire-red, all around the birdhouse for them to drink from. �Rubin, I want you to fill all the water jugs,� Dad said.
Rubin silently scanned the birdhouse, his lips moving as he counted the water jugs. There were a dozen of them; I knew because this was usually my job in the birdhouse. And I could never fill the jug, screw the red bottom part on, and flip it over and set it on the ground without getting my hands wet. Rubin�s tae kwon do reflexes were quick, and I couldn�t wait to see if his
bird-watering reflexes would be any faster than mine.
Dad had me operate the hose for Rubin, which was difficult for me. Left-handed, I wanted to turn the faucet in the wrong direction, so turning it off before overfilling a jug was never a given. I looked at the faucet when I turned it on, made a mental note that it went clockwise, and told myself: counter clockwise equals off. I repeated this as I filled the first jug and turned the water off only an inch from overrunning.
Rubin screwed the water jug together and carried it upside down until it was time to flip it over and set it down. That was a smart move, and one I had not made the first time I had helped Dad water. I flipped it over immediately and walked with it right-side up and Dad yelled at me: �Keep it upside down until you�re ready to set it down. God damn, boy.� Rubin received no such admonishment, but when he flipped the water jug over a small splash hit the sandy floor.
Black belt and all, he got his hand wet like a yellow belt.
After Dad refilled the four water jugs in the cages, he checked Rubin�s work.
�You like dirty water, Rubin?�
�Sir?�
�Do you like drinking dirty water?�
�No, sir.�
�Well, neither do my birds. Refill all those jugs you�ve filled and this time wipe the slime from the bottom.�
No quick �Yes, sir� like the times before, and I thought Rubin suspected that he was being used. He bit his lip and took a breath through his nose like Mr. Bollars had taught us, then wheeled around and picked up the first water jug, unscrewed it, and brought the jug back to me.
�Run some water on it, Wesley,� Dad said. �That�ll loosen the slime.�
I did as he said but the slime stayed put.
�But you still got to rub it with your hand,� Dad said, and grabbed Rubin�s hand.
Rubin made a face when his hand hit the slime, which felt like super-duty snot. I thought Rubin would take his hand from Dad, but he wiped the slime away. After the first jug, Dad believed Rubin had the hang of the job and went outside to feed the pigeons.
�Your old man�s crazy,� Rubin said.
�Unpredictable, too.�
�I didn�t come over here to be his slave.�
�Then why did you come?�
Rubin flicked his tongue out at me. �You know what I want, man. And you want it too.�
�No, I don�t.�
�Why do you lie to yourself?�
�I�m not lying.�
�It was your idea to go back to the van,� Rubin said, no longer wiping the slime. �You wanted it to happen.�
�I didn�t know what would happen, but now that I do, I don�t want it to happen again.�
�You didn�t like it?�
�Hell no!�
Rubin leaned in, kissed me on the lips, and said, �I did.�
I ran water over my mouth and then turned the hose on him. He dropped the water jug and ran from me. Quail and pheasants flew up onto the beams while the chickens ran and
cackled.
�You, boys, quit horse-playing and fill them water jugs. That water cost money and I can�t afford to waste it on y�all and the ground.�
I couldn�t believe Rubin had kissed me with Dad only a few feet outside. But I couldn�t tell Dad that a boy kissed me; he might not understand that I didn�t want it.
Dad�s next chore for Rubin was cleaning under the cages, and this meant simply scooping up bird shit. For this job, Rubin used a square-nose shovel and an old plastic trash can. While he shoveled shit, I helped Dad catch the domestic chickens and vaccinate them because some of them were losing their tail-feathers due to mites, and stray feathers were all over the birdhouse.
Every time Rubin dumped a load in the trash can, dust from the sand and the dried shit exploded and gave him a nice dusting. When Dad or I did this job, we wore a surgical mask, but Dad didn�t offer Rubin one.
After Rubin cleaned under the cages and we vaccinated the domestic chickens, Dad asked Rubin to get the eggs from the Japanese hen. She nested in a wooden box in the back corner of
the birdhouse, as far away from the rest of the birds and activity as possible. Her rooster was protective; he�d spurred Dad and me on several occasions when we had tried to remove her eggs.
Dad took her eggs because he hatched them in an incubator he had out back, and believed he would make a killing selling Japanese chicks to the local rich folks� kids.
Dad didn�t mention the rooster to Rubin and I didn�t see any reason why I should either, so he ventured to the corner unaware that a cocky rooster was waiting for him. Rubin had on
shorts with sneakers and no socks, and this left huge areas of exposed flesh for the rooster�s spurs. As he reached into the box, the rooster attacked, and Rubin kicked the rooster in to the air.
�Don�t hurt my rooster,� Dad said. �He�s worth more to me than you.�
�Get him away from me if you want him alive.�
�Run interference for him, Wesley,� Dad said.
I walked toward the rooster and distracted his attention from Rubin, all the while making sure to stay out of the rooster�s striking range. Rubin was frozen, either in concentration or fear. I hoped in fear.
�Go on, now,� Dad said. �Wesley�s got the rooster.�
Sweat ran down Rubin�s face, streaking the dust and grime that collected on his skin, and I saw genuine fear in his eyes.
�Hell, boy, that rooster didn�t hurt you that much,� Dad said. �Now go ahead and get the eggs so I can put them in the incubator. You�re wasting time. We could had been done by now if you�d go on and get those eggs. Hurry up now. Rapido, rapido .�
Rubin looked annoyed when he heard Dad�s poor Spanish. I didn�t know if Rubin was insulted or if he just felt sorry for Dad�s poor accent. Whichever it was, Rubin popped out of his trance and got the eggs while I clowned for the rooster.
Dad led us to the greenhouse, and on the walk Rubin said, �Hopefully nothing in here will attack me.�
�Don�t be surprised,� I said, and sped up to walk alongside Dad.
The greenhouse was damp and suffocating; above us hung fat ferns in wire baskets. Dad gave us hoses with extended nozzles full of tiny holes in the tips that made the water fall on the plants as man-made rain and told us to water all of the hanging ferns. There were over fifty of them swinging above our heads. This was going to take a while, and I was glad.
Rubin was not. He mouthed �Fuck!� behind Dad�s back. I considered telling on Rubin, but figured it�d be better to let him slip up in front of Dad or mouth off again like he had when
the rooster attacked and get himself in trouble.
�I�ll start watering down here,� I said, pointing to the north end of the greenhouse, �and you can start at the south end and we�ll meet in the middle.�
�No,� Rubin said.
�Why not?�
�It won�t be any fun. We�ll be too far apart.�
Rubin took the lead and had the first five ferns watered before I even turned on my nozzle.
�Hey there, Pancho,� Dad said. �Slow down. There ain�t a fire at the end of the line. I want you boys to count to ten out loud where I can hear you as you water each plant. Comprende?�
�Yes, sir, Dad,� I said, letting him know I was on his side. Dad smiled,winked at me, and headed to the other side of the greenhouse.
�Your dad better cut out all the Spanish cracks.�
I continued looking up at the plant I was watering. �One, two, three...�
�That shit ain�t funny,� Rubin said.
�...eight, nine, ten.� I moved to the next plant.
�I only hear one voice counting, Rubin,� Dad said. �If you like, you can count in Spanish.�
�Cut out the Spanish jokes, man,� Rubin replied, loud enough for Dad to hear him this time.
�I�m just trying to make you feel more comfortable,� Dad said. �Don�t y�all speak Spanish at home?�
�My parents do, but not me.�
�Well, count in English then,� Dad said. �Just as long as y�all water each plant for ten seconds, that�s what I�m concerned about.�
Rubin counted and made faces at me. Most of them involved him batting his eyes, exaggerating his mouth, and sticking his tongue out; though he only did this when Dad wasn�t
watching us.
When we finished, Dad told us we had the rest of the day off. �Rubin,� Dad said, �you�ll probably want to swim first to get that white shit off your face.�
Rubin walked out of the greenhouse and to the pool, where he kicked off his shoes and walked in up to his knees. He would have walked further, but Dad�s voice stopped him: �I don�t
swim in your washing machine, so don�t clean your clothes in my pool.�
�What?�
�Those shorts you got on,� Dad says, �aren�t swimming trunks and you�ve been working in �em, got dust and bird shit all over �em and now you�re about to get all that in my pool. Clog up the filter is what you�ll do. Did you a bring pair to swim in?�
�Yes, sir,� Rubin said stepping out of the pool.
�Put them on, and then you can swim.�
Dad and I stood in the greenhouse door watching Rubin walk in the house. �Wesley, you go inside too. I don�t want him in our house alone.�
I didn�t want to tell Dad that I didn�t want to be alone in our house�or anyone else�s house�with Rubin, so I stayed quiet, acting like I didn�t hear him.
�Go on, boy, before Rubin pockets something.�
�He won�t steal anything.�
�How do you know?�
�You come too, in case he is taking something. Then we will be witnesses.�
�Good thinking, son. Don�t rely on his word versus yours,� replied Dad, and we walked across the lawn and into the house together.
Dad stopped in the kitchen and rubbed crushed garlic on a roast he was about to put in the oven, while I made my way deeper into the house and prayed that Rubin wasn�t changing in my room. The bathroom, with the door closed, was where he should be. But, of course, he wasn�t. In my room, Rubin stood naked with dick in hand. �Been waiting on you, man.�
I slammed the bedroom door in front of me and looked back at the kitchen to make sure Dad was still there. He was stooped in front of the open oven. I opened my bedroom door just wide enough to fit my face through, and said: �Put some clothes on. Dad�s in the kitchen and could be here in three steps.�
I couldn�t go in my room because of Rubin, and Dad wanted me to watch Rubin for stealing, so I couldn�t go to the kitchen. All I could do was stand in the hall, and I decided that I was going to wait until Rubin was in the pool before I changed in my room. The bedroom door remained shut. Was Rubin still waiting? Was he stupid enough to try that with Dad here? I opened the door again and stuck only my head in, and when I saw Rubin tying the drawstring of his swimming trunks I walked in but kept the door open.
�Don�t worry,� Rubin said, �I�ll leave.�
�Good.�
�I know you don�t want me see your bitch tits.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Your flabby titties, man. Everyone at the dojo knows they�re why you always show up in uniform. It�s cool, man. If I had them, I wouldn�t want anyone to see them.�
Rubin shook his head at me with downcast eyes and left the room. I heard him tell Dad the roast smelled delicious, and he asked if Dad would be joining us in the pool. No? Rubin wanting to know if Dad would swim with us made me wonder if Rubin had something planned for me in the pool.
Instead of putting on my swim trunks, I put on the local hard rock radio station.
�What you doin� with that long-hair crap on for,� Dad said. �You�re supposed to be out there swimming with Rubin.�
�I don�t feel like swimming.�
�You too lazy to swim, boy? To go have fun?�
�It won�t be any fun with Rubin.�
�What you mean it won�t be fun? Don�t you like him no more, boy? That Rubin�s good for you. Being best friends with Bollars�s pet can help you gain belts faster.�
�Couldn�t I get a black belt somewhere else?�
�And start over somewhere else, lose the belt you gained, and throw away the money I�ve already spent on a year of lessons? You think money grows on trees? Out of all the plants your mama got in the greenhouse, don�t a damn one of �em bloom hundred dollar bills.�
�Forget the money. What about me?�
�All of this is about you.�
�Then why can�t I decide where I take tae kwon do?�
�Watch your tone with me, mister. Your ass may be big, but it ain�t too big for me to blister. Now go outside and swim with Rubin.�
�He�ll make fun of my chest.�
�Hell, boy, you�re gonna let someone keep you from swimming in your own pool at your house because you�re afraid he�ll make fun of you? I thought you had more backbone than that. If Rubin makes fun of you, maybe that�s good; maybe it�ll convince you to lose some of that weight. If you don�t come out of this room in your swimming trunks in the next five minutes, I�m coming back here with my belt.�
A spanking from Dad would hurt for a few hours. He always made me lie across the corner of their bed and keep a foot on the floor. Dad would double up the belt, lift it above his head, and slam it down with a crack. A few times I would glimpse over my shoulder at him and see that pain-filled and pleased grin on his face, looking just like he did when he beat the dogs with the chain. After every spanking, Dad would talk calmly to me, tell me he only did it because he loved me, wanted to teach me right from wrong, how to be a man. Nice words, but I didn�t think learning to get my ass whipped taught me how to be a man.
The only thing was that if I waited for Dad to return and spank me, he could be angry for days afterwards. If I went swimming with Rubin, I�d have to hear his degrading comments, but only while he was here. I could tolerate his mouth for a couple of hours. And if he got to talking too much, I�d simply go underwater and surface only to breathe, like a dolphin.
�The roast smells good,� I said, walking through the kitchen in my swimming trunks, a towel over my shoulders, hiding my chest.
Rubin was on the diving board, his hands above his head in a knife-shape, and I waited for him to dive in before lowering my towel and wading into the shallow end. Once in the water, I made certain to squat to keep my chest underwater. Rubin swam the length of the pool underwater and popped up in front of me. �There�s no need to try and hide those tits, man.�
�Why�d you come over here to be mean to me?�
�Why�d your dad invite me over just to work me like I belong to his plantation?�
�Is that it? You�re being mean to me because you�re pissed at Dad?�
�I�m not just pissed at your dad.�
�Me too? Why?�
�You know why.�
�Were you pissed at me before you came over today?�
�Not pissed, but I had wondered why you weren�t at tae kwon do. I thought maybe I scared you, man. But today, all this shit you and your dad are putting me through, now I�m pissed. Your life back at the dojo is going to be hell, man.�
�You�re gonna tell what we did?�
�Hell, no!� Rubin said, �and you better not either or I�ll kick your ass. But I�ll make sure Mr. Bollars makes you spar against older, rougher, larger students. You won�t beat up scrawny
Donnie no more.�
�All because I won�t let you fuck me any more?�
�And the fact that you tricked me.�
�How�d I trick you?�
�I thought you wanted it just like me. But you just did that to get the picture out of me. You used me.�
�Used you? How you figure? We both got something we wanted, only you can�t get yours any longer and you�re mad about it.� I swam to the deep end.
Rubin didn�t say anything, which surprised me. He got back on the diving board while I completed lap after lap. I was a little hurt that Rubin didn�t call me back to him. I wouldn�t let him screw me again, but I wanted to see him beg for me. I was going to enjoy his pleading while knowing he couldn�t have me.
A few hours later, Dad hollered at us that the roast was ready. After toweling off and changing into dry clothes, we ate. Rubin sat in Mom�s chair at the dining table and he and I still didn�t say anything to each other. To fill the silence, Dad talked about tae kwon do and black belts, how Rubin and I would be the youngest black belt tandem in the country and news crews would come to interview us and our faces would be on TV from shore to shore. �Everyone in America who�s paying halfway damn attention will know you boys� faces.�
I looked at Rubin�s smooth brown skin, not a blemish on it. Mom, one day at the dojo, had even said to him: �You�ve got such pretty skin. You�re not gonna have a problem finding girlfriends.� If Mom only knew he wanted to use her son as his girlfriend. Since Rubin had a prettier face than mine, if we did become famous, he would steal the limelight with his good looks. No news crew would pick the acne-riddled fat boy to be the center attraction. The only advantage I had was youth, and if I could become the youngest black belt in America, that would be even more impressive than a pretty-boy Puerto Rican. Shoot, maybe my weight and acne could get me sympathy from the public.
After we ate, Dad returned to his bedroom, a cold Michelob in hand, to watch TV. I didn�t want Rubin in my bedroom, but I couldn�t tell him to leave or lock him out of my room without coming clean to Dad as to why I didn�t want Rubin near me. I kept my bedroom door open, and knowing that Dad was only a few feet away in his room gave me some safety. I sat on the floor, my back against my bed, playing Space Invaders. Since I had been without it for over a month, it seemed like a whole new game. I relished each alien I shot and each death I suffered was more tragic than the last.
Rubin, following my lead, lay on the floor by the closet door, propped up on one arm, electronic football on the floor in front of him. Every few minutes he gestured toward the closet and I shook my head. Dad would find us for sure and hate me. Dad, on his way to the kitchen for another beer, paused in front of my door and arched his eyebrows at me, his way of asking if things were fine. I nodded and he walked on to the kitchen. The glass clanked when he threw away the bottle, and I heard the hiss as he opened another. Then the door slammed. Dad was outside. This was not good.
�Hey, man� Rubin said, �come over here.�
I walked out of the room and hoped he wouldn�t follow. In the kitchen, Dad walked back in, handed me his beer, and said: �Pal�s jumped the fence again. I�m gonna go look for him.�
�Want me to go with you?�
�You stay here with Rubin. Pal couldn�t have gotten far. I won�t be gone long.�
I placed the beer in the fridge and tried to decide when to return to my room. Dad wanted me to stay with Rubin so he wouldn�t have an opportunity to steal anything. But Rubin was in my room and I didn�t have anything to steal. And he couldn�t take the picture back. That would make him what Dad called an Indian-giver. But Rubin could damage the picture, color on it, tear it up�any number of things. After what he�d said about making my life hell at the dojo, I believed he might do something underhanded to the picture.
The best way to check on the picture and not go in the bedroom was to walk past my door and into the bathroom. This would look natural and be much better than simply standing in the hall and tipping Rubin off that I was checking on him. As I passed my bedroom, I saw that the picture was still in tact but did not see Rubin. A moment later, when I entered the bathroom, I
found him. He�d been hiding behind the bathroom door, which he quickly shut and locked behind me.
�Pull your pants down,� he said.
�No.�
He rubbed his body against mine, grabbing my butt and grinding on me. His hard dick rubbed against me. I was sick. He kissed me; at first on the lips, then he rammed his tongue into my mouth. At the time, I had only kissed a few girls as playground dares, and never like this. His mouth tasted metallic.
With a perfectly executed leg-sweep, he had me on my back on the cold tile floor. Rubin, the sun streaming through the window over him, looked larger than ever before. He pinned my
arms to the floor, painfully gripped my wrists until he held them above my head with one hand, with his free hand he pulled down my shorts, and breathed hard like that first time in the closet.
His breathing stopped when the bathroom doorknob jingled. Dad? And if so what was he doing back so soon? Had Pal really jumped the fence, or was that simply Dad�s excuse to see what Rubin and I would do alone? I was more afraid now, caught on the cold tile between Rubin and Dad.
�Wesley?�
Rubin�s mouth fell open and his eyes pleaded with me not to say anything. But I knew I had to answer.
�I�m in here.�
�Where�s Rubin?�
I didn�t answer.
�Where the hell is he?�
�In here.�
Rubin�s eyes bulged out of his head as he silently let me up, and I pulled up my pants.
�What y�all doing in there?�
�Nothing.�
�Don�t lie to me, boy.�
�I�m not. I went in to use the bathroom and Rubin had to wash his hands.�
Rubin sat on the toilet with his head in his hands and I opened the door. Dad, surprisingly, didn�t address Rubin. He simply turned and walked outside. I didn�t want to follow him, yet I didn�t want to stay anywhere near Rubin either. Where to go, where to go?
Rubin went back to my room and resumed playing electronic football, while I chose a neutral space: the kitchen. Through the window I saw Dad pacing on the patio, the dogs at his heels, his hands shoved deep into his back pockets. With his head down, Dad abruptly marched back to the house, and I went to the living room, still neutral ground, and I heard Dad dialing the phone. �Come pick Rubin up,� he barked. �Him and Wesley�s finished playing.� Dad didn�t give any explanation; only slammed the phone on the cradle and shouted for Rubin to get his ass in the kitchen.
�Wait out in the yard for your folks,� Dad said.
�Sir?�
�I didn�t stutter, goddammit. Take your ass outside.�
Rubin flinched when Dad raised his voice.
�You stay in the house, Wesley,� Dad said. �And lock the door. I�m gonna wait outside with him.�
I hated Rubin at that moment, but I also feared for his life. He was in the yard by himself with Dad and the dogs. Rubin could break boards at the dojo, but I didn�t think he stood a chance against Pal and Mountie, who ran up to Dad when he walked outside. I watched out of the kitchen window, thankful I was tall enough to see all the way to the front gate, so I could see
exactly when Mr. Lopez arrived. But would Rubin still be alive when his father arrived? Dad stood to Rubin�s right and a little behind him, just out of his field of vision. Pal and Mountie flanked Dad, their ears at attention, tails stiff. They sensed his hostility. Dad stroked the dogs� heads while they sat. Was he readying them for the attack? He leaned over both of them and looked to be adjusting their collars. Rubin didn�t deserve to die for what he�d�we�d�done.
I closed the door quietly behind me, but the dogs turned and looked at me, and Dad followed their gaze. He looked at me hard but didn�t tell me to go back in the house. My legs felt like rubber and I walked on them unsteadily, slowly making my way to Dad. I was there to ensure Rubin would live long enough to be picked up by his father, but that didn�t mean I had to go anywhere near him.
Pal and Mountie lowered their heads for me to pet and I did, figuring as long as I had my hands on them it would be difficult for Dad to sick them on Rubin. Pal had bad ears and I rubbed behind them; he moaned with pleasure. As long as he was in this state, I knew he was immovable. Mountie, though larger than Pal, was only a year old, and due to his immaturity, he always waited for Pal�s lead. As long as I kept Pal occupied, Rubin was safe.
I switched hands three times, my fingers tiring, before Mr. Lopez�s van turned the corner and stopped in front of the gate. He left the engine running and his door open, walked around the front of the van, and said: �What do you mean hanging up on me, Se�or Royal?�
�You�re lucky that�s all I�ve done,� Dad said.
If I had been in Rubin�s predicament, I would have run to my dad. But Rubin remained standing where he was.
�Go on,� Dad said, �get your ass out of my yard.�
�Don�t talk to my son like that.�
�I�ll talk to him and you any way I damn well please.�
�What�s the matter?� Mr. Lopez said.
�I can�t prove anything because Wesley won�t talk, but I think your son�s a queer, Lopez.�
�How come you say that?�
�Why else would he lock himself in the bathroom with a younger boy? I don�t know what you�ve taught him.�
�What I�ve taught him? I haven�t taught him to lock himself in the bathroom with anyone.�
�Then he learned it on his own,� Dad said. �I don�t give a damn where he learned it, I just want him and you away from my son. Shit, there�s no telling what y�all did to him when y�all had him alone at the beach.�
�Se�or Royal, I hope you�re not saying what I think you are.�
�Queers have to learn their ways from somewhere, and there�s no better teacher than a boy�s daddy.� Dad grabbed Rubin by the arm, opened the gate with his free hand, and pushed Rubin into his father. Pal and Mountie growled and ran at the gate showing their teeth.
�Get in the van, son,� Mr. Lopez said.
Rubin�s eyes locked with mine; his eyes were black pools that told me I�d pay for letting his secret out.
�Se�or Royal, I thought you were crazy before, but now you�re proving it.�
�I�ll show you crazy.� Dad punched over the fence. Mr. Lopez, small and quick, ducked, so Dad�s fist was only a glancing blow to the top of his head. Mr. Lopez popped upright, showing no ill effects, and Dad caught him with the other fist under the right eye. This was a solid lick and Mr. Lopez staggered. But now he was too far from the fence for Dad to reach him, so he opened the gate and the dogs ran into each other trying to squeeze through first. This gave Mr. Lopez time to run around the van. Once in, he gunned the engine and flung gravel and stones in the air as the dogs chased him down the street. They gave up their chase after two blocks and returned home with their tongues lolled out.

CHAPTER 13

�What�d he try to do to you in there, son?�
The anger was gone; his act of violence had exorcised it. He was concerned-Dad now. I wanted to tell him the truth so he�d stop asking me that question. The truth would hurt him, but every time he asked me and I avoided a direct answer, his stress level increased; if I waited too long to confess, when I finally did it might kill him. I wanted to believe that if I told Dad the truth, everything would be okay. For some reason I thought that by a simple utterance the situation would be made right. But I didn�t want to say it to Dad�s face. I wouldn�t be able to stand the reaction. This admission, I knew, would release all of Dad�s inner demons, and I couldn�t face that alone.
�Nothing,� I said. �I told you we weren�t doing anything.� My voice was shaky, but I stuck to my story.
�Goddammit, boy! If that salt-water nigger hurt you, let me know. I�ll take care of it. I won�t be mad at you.�
Nice words, but still scary when they�re shouted at you by a wide-chested man towering over you, flames of Hell sparkling in his eyes.
I stuck to my story.
Mom had returned home that afternoon. She�d been out tending to the plants that the nursery had leased out. She and Dad went into their bedroom and shut the door, something they
rarely did. I thought maybe I should have met Mom at the front door and told her everything: Rubin�s closet, the beach, and what happened that day. But I didn�t. I wanted to hear what they were saying, but I didn�t want to risk getting too close to their door, so I stood in front of my bedroom door and could hear a low rumble emanating from their room. It was Dad�s gruff voice, but he was controlling the volume. I took another step forward. The wooden floor beneath the carpet groaned and I ran back to my room.
A few minutes later, Dad, his eyes glaring, quietly stormed past my bedroom door on his way outside and Mom entered my room in his wake.
�Your daddy told me you and Rubin were in the bathroom together.� She sat on my bed and smoothed a section of sheet with her hand and patted it for me to join her. �What were y�all
doing?�
�He was washing his hands and I was peeing.� I made sure to tell her exactly what I�d told Dad. But lying to Mom was more difficult because it hurt me inside. Lying to Dad was easier because I knew that he was a liar, that he had lied to me.
�You know, Wesley, boys aren�t supposed to use the bathroom at the same time.�
�Dad and I do sometimes.�
�That�s with the door open, son. And besides, you can trust your daddy not to do anything to you.�
Did Mom know that Rubin had done something to me? Or was that what Dad had told her? That had to have been what he grumbled about: his son in the bathroom with a salt-water nigger acting queer.
�Did Rubin do anything to you?�
Mom took my hand when she asked this. I couldn�t run from her eyes, they were like Wonder Woman�s magic lasso: I could not lie to her when they enveloped me. But I had to fight.
What had happened, I didn�t want to tell anyone, not even Mom. I felt that even she, despite all of our teamwork and closeness, would turn her back on me if she knew the truth.
�No.� I faced Mom on the bed, but kept my eyes to the left of her face, focused on the Captain America drawing hanging over my bed. That was all I had to show for what I did, what Rubin did�what we did. The drawing, marvelous in color, became ugly; its spirit darkened and menaced me.
�If he did something to you,� Mom said. She took my chin in her hand, tears welling in her eyes. �If he did something to you, son, now�s the time to say so. Don�t let it pass. Abuse, once you let someone get away with it, becomes easier for them to do. They think less of you, almost to the point that you ain�t a person no more; your feelings don�t matter; it�s all about them
being happy. Not you.�
Mom spoke the truth. I couldn�t help but hear references to her early life with Dad, when beatings and demonic head games were even more common. Mom spoke from experience; she knew, in a sense, what I was going through. I couldn�t say that for Dad. Mom had often told me she�d never lead me wrong, never lie to me, always tell me what was in my best interest, and
telling her the truth was in my best interest. Better to filter it through her, than give it to Dad straight.
�He was trying to screw me,� I said.
�In the butt?� Mom said in an unbelieving and disgusted voice. I didn�t think she meant to say it aloud; it was just too hard for her to comprehend. �But did he?�
�Dad found us before he could.�
�Has this happened before?�
Admitting to almost being screwed was one thing, but to say I had been, even if it was only once, was entirely different. What would Mom think of me? Would she, like I knew Dad would, see me in a shameful light? Has this happened before? Yes, this, exactly what happened today, had happened before, way back in Rubin�s closet, when he had wanted to screw me. He
hadn�t, but the desire and intent were there.
�Yeah, it happened before,� I said. �But he never screwed me. He wanted me to play with his...his...�
�His penis?� Mom said.
�Yes, ma�am. And he�d play with mine. But he never screwed me.�
Mom hugged me tightly and I felt her tears, warm and wet, on my neck. She patted and rubbed my back and rocked us side-to-side and repeated: �You didn�t do anything wrong, son.You didn�t do anything wrong.�
I stared at the Captain America drawing, wondering. If she knew the whole truth, would she still say I didn�t do anything wrong? I pulled free from Mom, snatched the drawing off the wall, and ripped it down the middle.
Mom went outside and left me to my tearing, ripping, and sobbing. By the time she returned with Dad, the picture was confetti scattered on the floor and my tears were dry.
�I�m going to see Bollars,� Dad said. �I bet that sonofabitch has something to do with all of this. He and Rubin are too close.�
�You don�t know anything for sure about him,� Mom said. �Rubin�s the one who hurt Wesley, not Bollars.�
�I still say Bollars has a hand in this,� Dad said. �But Rubin�s the one with his hand caught in the cookie jar. Goddammit! I knew not to trust that sonofabitch. Can�t give them people a chance. They fuck it up. But we�ll fix his ass.�
I didn�t like the sound of this. What were they going to do to Rubin? I thought it was over with my confession. I�d torn up the drawing and the swastika in the closet was next as soon as I got an opportunity.
�What are you gonna do?� I asked.
�Press charges. Send that salt-water nigger to jail.�
�He�s still a minor,� Mom said. �They�ll send him to reform school.�
�That�s jail for kids,� Dad said, �and that�s good enough. Just so long as he�s locked away from Wesley.�
Locked away? Rubin didn�t deserve jail, even one for kids. I couldn�t send Rubin away for something I had negotiated. Sending him to jail would be like reneging.
�Why do we have to lock him up?� I asked.
�Because he hurt you and broke the law, boy,� Dad said. �You ain�t trying to protect his sorry ass, are you?�
�No, sir. But ain�t jail kind of hard?�
�It�s supposed to be hard. You ain�t got enough backbone to punish the man who hurt you?�
�I�ve got backbone,� I said. �But...but he�s...but...�
�Did Rubin say he�d hurt you if you told?� Mom asked.
�It�s not that,� I said.
�But the little bastard did tell you that?� Dad asked.
�He said y�all wouldn�t understand.�
�Oh, I understand,� Dad said. �I understand damn well. He messed with you, my son, and he�s gonna pay for it.�
�But does he have to pay with jail?�
�Would you rather we didn�t do a damn thing,� Dad said, �just let him come back around and fuck you all he wanted?�
�He didn�t fuck me!�
�You�re acting like he did, and as if you enjoyed it. Why else would you want to protect him?�
I let tears flow. Crying was something I despised doing, especially in front of Dad. Every time I showed him tears, I felt that my value in his eyes depreciated. But this time I didn�t care.
The tears were better than the words I wanted to scream: We can�t send Rubin to jail because he only fucked me once and I was the one who set it up. I�m half-guilty and Rubin�s not completely guilty. 
Mom hugged me and told Dad to leave the room.
�He always talks to you,� Dad said. �Won�t tell me a damn thing, except that he wants to protect some sonofabitching Puerto Rican queer.�
�Maybe it�s because of talk like that,� Mom said. �Now go on. I�ll take care of Wesley.�
I saw Dad through my tears, his hands on hips, arms jutting out, a look of determination and quick action on his face. He shook his head and walked out. He believed Rubin had fucked me.
�Rubin has to pay for what he did to you,� Mom said. �You understand that he did wrong, not you?� Mom waited for an answer and I nodded. �He�s older and knows better. All you have to do is tell a policeman what Rubin did to you. Can you do that?�
�Why do I have to tell anyone?�
�So they�ll know,� Mom said. �They won�t take our word. They have to hear it from you.�
�Isn�t there another way we can punish Rubin without sending him to jail?�
�I know you don�t want to see your friend go to jail,� Mom says, �but what he did to you, he�s not your friend. He doesn�t care for you, and you shouldn�t for him.�
Mom, her voice soft and delicate, took on the intensity of Dad. This sure sounded like a nice version of Dad�s �beat them to the fuck� motto.
I could do that. I could tell what happened. I just wouldn�t tell about everything in the van. In that case, we were both guilty. In the bathroom earlier today, Rubin was wrong.
Mom called the police and Dad sat at the kitchen table smoking. I sat in my usual spot next to Dad, but he didn�t look at me. Smoke curled in front of his face and he kept his eyes focused on Mom.
�They say we can come on down to the station,� Mom said. �They called a Captain Nelson in who�ll meet us there.�
Dad, accustomed to maneuvering an eighteen-wheeler through city traffic, made it downtown to the police station without ever catching a red light, and we beat Captain Nelson to
the station. Instead, a young policeman with short brown hair and deep blue eyes too small for his face met us at the front desk. He sat behind glass and had to turn on a speaker full of static to
talk to us.
�Big as that boy is,� the cop said, �he should know better.�
�My son ain�t but twelve,� Dad said. �Did you know better at that age? Huh, you sonofabitch?�
�Sir, you can�t curse an officer.�
�Bullshit! I can curse you. I can�t lay one fucking finger on you, but I can curse you. Especially when you�re being a smart aleck shitass about my son.�
The young cop cowed his head.
�What�s the problem here?� a lady cop asked. She had a soda in her hand and was my height.
�I want to report that someone�s been sexually abusing my son.�
�What�s your name, young man?� the lady cop asked.
�Wesley.�
�Tell her your whole name,� Dad said.
�Wesley Royal, Jr.�
�Wesley Royal, Jr., I�m Officer Schultz. Would you like a tour of the police station? See if it�s like TV?�
�Where you gonna take him?� Dad asked.
The lady cop leaned in close to Dad. I couldn�t catch what she said, but I had a feeling that this wasn�t going to be a normal tour.
* * *
Officer Schultz showed me the rifles and riot gear, but then we made it to a back room.
There was a small bed covered with crinkly paper and a blood pressure pump on the wall: it looked like a doctor�s office.
�Wesley, you understand why your parents brought you here?�
�Yes, ma�am.�
She forced a smile, but it was totally fake. She didn�t think I understood. She wouldn�t believe the truth.
�I want you to pull your pants down, Wesley.�
�Why?�
�I have to examine you.� She rolled up the sleeves of her uniform and pulled on rubber gloves.
�Why do you have to examine me?�
She pulled the second glove on tight and wiggled her fingers. �I have to see if there�s been any damage done to you.�
�What do you mean �damage�?�
I wanted to know what was going on because I didn�t want to offer them anything that might send Rubin away, or make me look guilty. He could tell them about my part in it, say I wanted it, and then they�d either lock me up too or I�d be branded a queer. A lose-lose situation.
�I can tell when a person has had sex or not,� Officer Schultz said.
�He didn�t screw me!�
�I believe you, Wesley, I do,� she said. �But if I examine you, it will back up your statement, and then everybody will have to believe you when you say he didn�t do anything to you.�
She had a point. And I wanted everyone to believe me when I said Rubin didn�t screw me, but I knew it was a lie. Would her examination show that I was a liar? The van had been a month ago: would it still show?
�How are you going to examine me?� I asked.
�Have you disrobe and check for bruises, marks, and scratches. That�s all.� She forced another smile. She was perturbed and wanted to get this over, but I had to stall her longer.
�Do I have to take off all my clothes?�
�You can pull your shorts down around your knees,� she said, �and just pull your shirt up so I can see your chest and back.�
That didn�t sound too bad.
�Have you bathed today?� she asked.
�No, ma�am. But I went swimming.�
�Before or after?�
�Before or after what?�
�Before or after anyone tried to mess with you.�
�I swam before.�
�Good. Now, may I begin?�
I couldn�t think of any more questions.
The examination was over in a few minutes and it didn�t even hurt. Afterwards, Officer Schultz walked me back to the lobby where my parents sat. I took a seat next to Mom and Officer Schultz whispered into Dad�s ear.
�He�d better not been penetrated,� Dad said. �And when is Captain Nelson getting here?�
�We called him at home,� the young cop said through the speaker. �Today�s his day off but he�s the only one who handles juvenile abuse, so he�ll be in in a little bit.�
Dad glared at the young cop, expressing his disapproval at the answer.
Our seats were gray steel covered with green plastic, and uncomfortable as all get out. We rocked from cheek to cheek for a few minutes, then something happened that made me stop.
�What the hell are y�all doing here?� Dad said, suddenly standing up.
�They called us,� replied Mr. Lopez, who had just entered the station. �Saying something crazy about pressing charges on my Rubin.� Mrs. Lopez and Rubin were close behind him.
�Damn straight! He�s not going to hurt any other little boys.�
�He didn�t hurt your son,� Mrs. Lopez said holding Rubin�s head to her shoulder. She was crying. �Rubin�s a good boy. He�s a good boy.�
�Good boys don�t lock themselves in the bathroom with other boys,� Mom said.
�You say he did that. Rubin says he didn�t,� Mr. Lopez said.
�I caught them in there,� Dad said. �And the door was locked. I tried it myself and couldn�t get in, and when Wesley finally opened the door, they both had opossum-eating-shit looks on their faces. I knew they were up to something, but I didn�t know what.�
A tall black man entered the waiting area. �That�s what I�m here for. I�m Captain Nelson.� He was sooty dark and muscular like an ex-football player. �You must be the Royal and
Lopez families.� He spoke with a great deliberateness.
�Rubin and Mr. and Mrs. Lopez, won�t you follow me?� Captain Nelson said.
�Why do they go first?� Dad said. �We�re the ones that called you.�
�That�s why I have to speak to them first,� Captain Nelson said. �I have to catch them up to speed and fill them in on all that you claim has transpired.�
�Claim? You calling me a liar, you...Well, are you?�
Captain Nelson took a deep breath that ended with a quick snort. He ran his tongue around his lips and adjusted his belt before speaking, �No, Mr. Royal. No one here is calling you a liar. But that boy of theirs is innocent until proven guilty, so we can�t go and act like he�s a criminal because you say so.�
Dad sat down and Captain Nelson led the Lopez family through a gray steel door and out of view down the hall. We sat back in our chairs. Mom and Dad were wide-awake and stone quiet.
That scared me. Dad was never silent. Maybe he thought I was as guilty as Rubin.
A few minutes later Rubin and his parents walked out with Captain Nelson. They sat across from us, in chairs identical to ours, and Captain Nelson led us down the same hall that he�d just taken them and into a small office with an old scuffed wooden desk that dominated the room. He sat on the other side of the desk, a clipboard in front of him, a glimmering silver pen in his ebony hand.
�I explained your claims to the Lopez family,� Captain Nelson said. �Rubin and his parents claim he is innocent, and Officer Schultz said there were no signs of abuse on Wesley. So it�s your word against his. Now, Wesley, tell me what happened today between you and Rubin.�
I opened my mouth to speak, but no sound came out.
�Go ahead, boy,� Dad said, �tell him what you told us.�
Captain Nelson sat his pen on the desk and his wrinkled forehead smoothed. He knew I wasn�t going to say anything.
�Tell him how he screwed you,� Dad said.
�He didn�t screw me,� I said.
�Did he try to?� Captain Nelson asked.
Captain Nelson leaned forward on his elbows, his eyebrows arched questioningly, a flicker of hope lighting his dark eyes. I stared into those eyes but never opened my mouth. I could not tell anyone what Rubin and I had done.
�Could we speak to our son in private?� Mom asked.
�Anything he tells you in private,� Captain Nelson said, �won�t be admissible. He has to say it in front of me.�
�Goddammitt! Tell the man what you told your mama,� Dad said. �We can�t sit up here all day.�
�There�s no need to shout, Mr. Royal. I�m sure your son is frightened enough.�
�He�s too scared to talk. That�s his problem,� Dad said. �Talk or let�s leave. Stop wasting everybody�s time!�
�Wait out in the hall, please, Mr. Royal.�
Dad snapped his head at Captain Nelson. His eyes said No buck nigger with a badge is gonna put me out. I waited for those words to spill from Dad�s mouth. But, like before, he held
his tongue.
�You tell �em the truth, boy. That�s what you do.� Then Dad stepped out of the room.
�Give me a moment alone with my son, please,� Mom said.
Captain Nelson picked up his pen and clicked it shut and stuck it in his chest pocket. He didn�t seem too happy to be leaving the room, but I was glad to see him go, even if I was slightly worried that he and Dad would get into it in the hall.
�Why aren�t you talking, son? The police will help you, they won�t hurt you. Rubin hurt you. Don�t you want him punished?�
Rubin had hurt me, physically and mentally, but it wasn�t anything I hadn�t brought on myself. After that first time he brought me into his closet, I should have ended it. Told him that it wasn�t cool and I wasn�t doing it again. I didn�t because I never knew it would go this far, didn�t know what all exactly Rubin wanted from me. But now I knew what I wanted from him and it wasn�t punishment or revenge. It was to be left alone.
�Couldn�t I just take tae kwon do at another place and we could just not have anything to do with the Lopezes again?� I said. �That�d be best. No one has to go to jail. Rubin only tried
things with me, he never did anything.�
�What about other kids he could hurt?�
�Let them go to the police. He didn�t hurt me. Scared me, but didn�t hurt me.�
�You�re positive he never hurt you, son?�
�I would have told you if he had.�
I felt like I was protecting myself with the lie. I didn�t want the police and especially Mom and Dad knowing what I�d done. It was a mistake asking for the drawing, a mistake I had made and would pay for, but no one else.
�Let�s go home, son.� Mom took my hand and we met Captain Nelson and Dad standing opposite each other in the hallway. �We�re going home,� Mom said. �Wesley�s tired and says
Rubin tried to hurt him but never succeeded. If Wesley doesn�t want to press charges, that�s good enough for me.�
�No backbone,� Dad said, �that�s what�s wrong with that boy. And you�re letting him give up. You need to go back in that room and have him tell you everything like he did at home.�
�No, Mr. Royal,� Captain Nelson said. �If your son doesn�t want to talk about it, making him could be the worst thing.�
�Boy�s just a quitter and his mama takes up for him and lets him do what he wants. She doesn�t teach him a damn thing. He won�t never make a man.�
�He�s only a boy now,� Captain Nelson said. �Give him time. Look at how long it takes an oak tree to grow.�
�I�d be happy if he made a strong sapling,� Dad said. �If y�all are riding with me, come on.�
Rubin and his parents were getting in their van when we walked into the lobby. Dad ran to the car and called to us to hurry up. We didn�t know what he was doing or had in mind, but Mom took my hand and we ran to the car. When Mr. Lopez pulled out of the parking lot, Dad fell in behind him. He didn�t ride his bumper but Dad mimicked his every turn and lane change.
�What are you doing?� Mom asked.
�Y�all might want to let them salt-water niggers off scot-free, but I�m not.�
I was afraid Dad was going to enact his vigilante truck driver justice, that all those stories of his kicking people�s asses from coast-to-coast were about to come to life.
Soon the scenery looked familiar and I realized we were near the dojo. Mr. Lopez turned into the dojo parking lot and I looked at our in-dash clock. Six-thirty. Tae kwon do class started in a little bit, and Rubin wasn�t missing it, possible molestation charges or not.
�You�re not going in, are you?� Mom asked. But she knew the answer, and like me, she didn�t want to witness what was about to go down.
�Come on, boy,� Dad said. �I want you to tell Bollars what his star black belt did to you.�
�Rubin didn�t do anything to me.�
�He tried and that�s close enough,� Dad said. �Tell him that; I�ll take care of the rest.�
�Wesley doesn�t have to go with you,� Mom said. �You�re going in there just to pick a fight and Wesley doesn�t need to see that. Stay here, son.�
Dad opened my door. �You�re gonna be a man, dammit, and face them folks.� Dad snatched me out of the car and I heard Mom yelling for him to let me go, but Dad kept walking, long strides, and I ran to keep up.
�Bollars, I wanna talk to you!� he bellowed as he entered the dojo.
�Come in my office, Mr. Royal.�
Donnie and other kids were in the workout area stretching and horse-playing, but they all stopped when Dad strode in, dragging me and bellowing.
�No,� Dad said. �Out here, where everybody can hear this.�
�Hear trumped up charges on my son,� Mr. Lopez said, walking toward Dad from the waiting area.
�Wesley, for some damn reason,� Dad said, �feels sorry for your boy and doesn�t want to send him off like he should be. But not me, and I�m gonna tell it like it is.�
�You�re gonna tell it like you think it is. You don�t know everything, Se�or Royal.�
�I know your boy was trying to fool around with my son.�
The kids in the workout area pressed in along the metal-tubing and the few parents who walked in with their kids hung around to hear the rest.
�You don�t have any proof,� Mr. Lopez said. �Your own son wouldn�t say anything to the police when he had the chance.�
�That�s because Rubin threatened him,� Dad said. �Told Wesley he�d beat him up if he told.�
�More lies,� Mr. Lopez said.
�Wait, wait,� Mr. Bollars said. �What is going on?�
�Your pet black belt is a pervert,� Dad said. �That�s what�s going on. I found him and Wesley locked in the bathroom together earlier today.�
�Is that true?� Mr. Bollars asked.
Rubin, dressed in his gi, appeared at Mr. Bollars�s side. Ever so slightly, he shook his head at me. �It�s all lies,� he said. �I didn�t do anything with Wesley. Master Bollars, he�s just mad because he wanted me to get you to let him skip some belts so he could get a black belt faster.�
�No I didn�t.�
�Yes, you did,� Rubin said. �Both you and your daddy, all you wanted was a black belt; you didn�t care about learning tae kwon do.�
�I didn�t care to suck your dick like you wanted me to in your closet and when I wouldn�t, you got mad,� I said.
The kids all �hooed� and �ahhed� and their parents pulled them close.
�Does that sound like a lie, Bollars?� Dad said.
�Any boy can lie,� Mr. Lopez said.
�But why lie about that?� Dad countered.
�Mr. Royal, I�ve known Rubin since he was about Wesley�s age,� Mr. Bollars said, �and he�s always been a good kid.�
�What the hell, you think Wesley ain�t a good kid? You think my boy tempted Rubin? Well, you�re wrong. Damn wrong!�
�Watch your language,� Mr. Bollars said.
�My language ain�t none of your concern,� Dad said. �It�s the actions of your precious black belt, who you think his shit don�t stink, that you need to watch.�
�Rubin is my black belt,� Mr. Bollars said, �and I�m proud of him. He�s accomplished a lot at a young age and I�m not going to let you slander his name in my dojo.�
�You telling me to leave, Bollars?�
�If you insist on putting Rubin down, yes.�
�You�re mighty protective of him,� Dad said.
�He�s my black belt.� Mr. Bollars smiled with pride.
�What all�d he do to earn it?�
The smile left Mr. Bollars face, but before full anger could set in, Dad landed a right jab under his eye. And then another, and another. Dad snapped Mr. Bollars�s head back and had him weak in the legs, when suddenly Rubin kicked Dad in the stomach. Rubin raised his leg for another side-kick, but I swept his base leg from under him. Rubin fell on his butt, but it was the shocked look on his face that stuck with me. He�and I�couldn�t believe I�d floored him. It was a cheap shot and Rubin never saw it coming, but all the same: I�d beat him to the fuck.
A punch from the back knocked me to the floor. Mr. Lopez had gotten me for taking out his Rubin. I scrambled to my feet while Rubin was still on the floor and Mr. Bollars slowly regained his balance. Dad, still rubbing his stomach, faced Mr. Lopez. Both men were panting and swaying as if they�d fought fifteen rounds. Mr. Lopez moved in on Dad, trying to seize the advantage, but Dad met him with the back of his hand. Blood squirted from Mr. Lopez�s mouth as he fell to his knees. Mrs. Lopez squealed in Spanish, but kept her seat.
Rubin regained his feet and came after me, looking for retribution. �You cheap shotted me, but let�s see how tough you are head-up.�
�Stop this!� Mr. Bollars yelled.
�Let the boys settle this,� Dad said.
Mr. Bollars extended one arm, pointing to the door. Instead of following Bollars�s command and leaving, Dad twisted the arm into a hammer-lock. �Go ahead, son, won�t no one interfere.�
Rubin backed into the workout area, motioning for me to him. I followed without any thought or plan. One lucky blind-side leg sweep proved nothing. I assumed the fighting stance and bounced on the balls of my feet as Mr. Bollars had shown me. Donnie led the jeering against me and the cheering for Rubin while the other kids made a semi-circle around us. I knew they were waiting to see Rubin demolish the up-start yellow belt with the loud, foul-mouthed father.
�Come on, Wesley, try and hit me,� Rubin said.
I punched but he danced to the side; and Donnie led the laughs. I punched again, and Rubin danced away again. Donnie�s cackle roared along with the other kids� laughter. But Rubin wasn�t countering, wasn�t taking advantage of my mistakes. He was setting me up for a bad maneuver, I was certain. Rubin expected me to fight a straightforward tae kwon do battle, but that was his strength, not mine. My strength was revenge.
I moved in close to Rubin, making sure to keep my guard up, and kept my left arm slightly extended, looking for an opening to jab. I cast a feeble jab at Rubin�s face and he brought up his guard to block it, but I recoiled my arm before he could touch it. Then I jabbed again, and again, and again. Rubin knew this was my best weapon and he was ready for it. He met every jab with a cocky smile and a block. The block, however, came at a cost: he opened up his midsection. I figured one more fake jab should do it, so I snapped my fist at his face and on cue Rubin lifted his guard, and I front-kicked him in the privates, the same privates he had wanted me to suck. The smile left his face and a howl reverberated through the dojo. He lay on the floor writhing and the semi-circle closed in to take a look at the fallen star pupil.
Dad took me by the arm and led me out. When we got to the door, I looked back at the dojo with the knowledge that I�d never return. But that was fine, because my last picture of the place was Mr. Bollars, who was still staggering from Dad�s jabs, Mr. Lopez spitting blood on the carpet, Rubin cradling his groin, and Donnie�s freckled face flabbergasted at it all.

CHAPTER 14

Dad�s public outbursts usually embarrassed me, but I was proud of what he had done in the dojo. I got to see young Dad, the healthy, strong, cocky Dad, take matters into his hands. His
actions had let me know his stories were true and not just the imaginings of an old man.
I never saw Rubin again. Maybe the police station and the threat of being caught scared him into not messing with any other boys. That�s what I like to think.
Dad, for all his fierce jibes, never threw Rubin in my face. It would have been like him to mention it just to be vindictive on one of his hotter-tempered days, but he never did, not even a reference or a hint. It was as if Rubin had never existed, and that was fine by me. I was proud of Dad. He�d defended me and believed me, although I hadn�t told him the whole truth.
The rest of that summer in 1981 I spent swimming and jumping alone on the trampoline. A few days after Dad tore up the dojo, I tore up the swastika. Roger and James still visited their grandparents and I saw them playing catch or riding bikes up and down in front of our house, but I never played with them again. I wished I hadn�t used Rubin to jump on them and drive them away. I missed them and often wanted to run outside and tell them to come on over and jump on the trampoline or swim with me, but Dad forbade, after the fight, for me to even speak to Roger and James. He said it was for the best, and I didn�t question him.
With September came school, football season, and cooler evenings, signaling the end of summer and cook-outs. Cook-outs, that is, for other folk, not Dad. The last three steaks we�d bought from Sid were on the grill.
�Heat from the grill keeps you warm,� Dad said, a Michelob in one hand and a Camel in the other while orange embers dazzled and danced on his face. �You passed that yellow-belt test, no problem, son. No doubt in my mind you�d have made a black belt.� Dad smiled and poured his crooked grin on me. �And I�d hate to see such a good start go to waste.�
This was the first mention of tae kwon do since the showdown at the dojo. My mind hadn�t been on tae kwon do, but football. In Dad�s own way, he was asking me to continue tae
kwon do, and that was a positive change. But how could I be certain of his motive? His sincerity? Did he simply want to have the youngest black belt in the state? Or did he want me to learn useful qualities: increase my strength, my flexibility, and�most importantly� toughen me.
Toughening me up was the reason all this started, and I was tougher, tougher than to let someone pull the wool over my eyes, which was what I thought Dad was doing. He was talking nice, way out of his character�unless he wanted something.
�What do you want from me?� I asked. My question blind-sided him, took his wind. �Do you want me to become the youngest black belt in the state, or just a fighting machine who can whip a half dozen men at a time?�
Dad flung his cigarette into the darkness and placed his Michelob on top of the grill; it hissed. �I want you to be the best. At whatever you do. Tae kwon do, school, work, anything. But don�t start anything unless you intend to be number one. The damn world�s full of followers. Be a leader. Don�t listen to another sonofabitch. And don�t depend on anyone either. Have others relying on you and take care of them.� Dad finished his Michelob in one swig and took a deep breath. �I want you to be more than I am.�
I�d never thought of being more than Dad. Different, yes, I�d promised myself I�d be that.
But more than? I�d never considered. Was it even possible? And if so, was it a good thing? Dad was enough in himself and by himself�the world didn�t need another Wesley Royal, Sr. �I want to be the best player in the NFL,� I said.
�Why? So you can ruin your body butting heads with some mule-strong nigger? Son, a football player to a coach is like a cow to a rancher: a piece of meat. The rancher wants to make money on the cow and the coach wants wins. When you no longer produce wins, they�ll get rid of you like they never knew you, and won�t give a damn if you�re crippled.�
�Not all of them end up crippled,� I said.
�You�ve never seen any old football players with their bad backs and knees limping around with a cane before their fifty. Hell, I�m an old man and I get around better than them. Son, you don�t how damn hard football is. I played until my tenth grade year. We were playing Port Arthur High, which had twelve grades when the rest of Texas only had eleven. Their boys were a year older and bigger than everyone else�s. They had a middle linebacker who everyone was scared of. We had the ball with only a few seconds to go before halftime. I was the fullback and they gave the ball to me to run up the middle and end the half. I took the hand-off and the line opened in front of me. I built up a head of steam and ran straight for that big ass linebacker. He was taller than me, so I lowered my head and popped him under the chin with the crown of my helmet. Now this was before face-masks, so I caught him good and had his mouth bleeding as we went into halftime. I�m in the locker room and bend over to tie my shoes and passed out.
The next thing I remember I woke up in a Houston hospital, my legs up in traction with twenty pound weights on them. I�d overlapped three vertebrates and stayed in traction for two weeks waiting on the damn things to slip back in. They did at around three o�clock in the morning and I let the whole hospital know about it. I couldn�t move, but I could holler and cuss, and I did both until the doctor gave me something for the pain. Once I finally got out of the hospital the coach wanted me to return to the team, but I was smart enough to know my football days were over.�
This was a new story. I�d known Dad had played football, but not fullback, the position I wanted to play. At school, I�d checked out all the books on football and individual players, and
the one I checked out most frequently was entitled Bruising Backs; it had the biographies of �Slam Bam� Cunningham, Larry Czonka, and my favorite: Earl Campbell. All of them were powerful, strong running backs that were also heavy. Like me. All of them weighed well over two-hundred pounds, most were closer to two-hundred and fifty pounds, which was the weight I
thought would be good for me to settle at. I weighed ninety-five pounds at that time. If I kept my weight under two-fifty, I could be a fullback.
�I want to play fullback,� I said, hoping that would soften Dad: his son wanting to play his old position.
�You won�t with the way you�re gaining weight. They�ll have your big ass on the line fighting with some hard-headed nigger twice as strong as you.�
�I could swim more in the summer and start lifting weights now to keep my weight down. I�m pretty fast for my size, no matter what you say.�
Dad�s crooked grin appeared again. A few tobacco-stained teeth showed, and then the grin grew into a smile. He frightened me, quiet and smiling. I waited for a macabre chuckle to emanate from deep inside him. �Tae kwon do, you know, would make you even faster. Help your footwork. With your size, if you developed some speed, you�d be the bull of the woods. I know you�ve got pretty good hands. I�ve seen you kicking that ball to yourself and catching it.�
Sugar wouldn�t melt in Dad�s mouth, he talked so sweet. Which I knew meant he was trying to manipulate me into taking tae kwon do lessons again. Dad, as he said, did want me to be the best at whatever I pursued, and if I again pursued tae kwon do, being the best would mean being a black belt. Nothing short of it would suffice, if I were to please Dad and get him off my back. Dad wanted to be able to brag about me to his mother and to the customers who came for birds and plants. That wouldn�t bother me. I enjoyed the rare occasions when Dad lauded me; it made up, somewhat, for all his disparages of me.
My son�s a black belt and ain�t even old enough to drive yet , that�s what Dad wanted to be able to say. That would please him and make me winner of the game Please Dad. I�d take tae kwon do, but not because he�d manipulated me like he had Mr. Bollars and Mr. Lopez and all the others Dad had screwed his entire life in business and personal relations. I would, however, allow Dad to think that his line of bullshit had worked on me. Let him think he beat me to the fuck. I knew Dad, as long as he believed he had the upper hand, he was much easier to get along with.
Over our steaks that night, Dad told me about a Mr. Notly who had a dojo in the old part of town, across the street from an AA meeting place and an after hour�s lounge. Next door to the dojo was a thrift store, the first one I�d ever seen, full of musty clothes and used, cheap furniture.
The location of Mr. Notly�s dojo was not impressive and neither was its size; you could have put it in the changing rooms of Mr.Bollars�s dojo. But Mr. Notly�s waiting area more than made up for the low rent location and lack of space. Trophies crowded the waiting area, leaving only a narrow path for Dad and me to follow. Mr. Notly easily had ten times the number of trophies Mr. Bollars had. The centerpiece of the menagerie was a platinum trophy that towered above me and was only inches away from poking the ceiling.
�Won that one for the Battle of Atlanta. You must be the Royals, I�m Dak Notly,� he said, and shook our hands. Mr. Notly was only a hair taller than me, and he didn�t have much hair to begin with. What hair he did have was dark black and round the side and back of his head with a thin tuft on top. I was a little disappointed he wasn�t Asian. He assured us, first thing, that he had studied in South Korea for ten years, and had been a mainstay on the full contact circuit once he was back in the States. His awards and black and white photos of bloody combatants, boardbreaking feats, and high-flying kicks, testified to Mr. Notly�s truthfulness.
�Now my boy�s already a yellow belt. He ain�t gonna have to start over is he?� Dad asked.
�Mr. Royal, I like to teach my students from their first punch to their final kick.�
�But why does he have to take a belt he�s already passed?�
�He�ll begin at white belt,� Mr. Notly said, �and if he demonstrates satisfactory technique, I�ll advance him sooner to yellow without a test.�
Mr. Notly�s trophies were impressive, but I didn�t like the idea of having to begin all over. What if I didn�t show �satisfactory technique?� I�d be a white belt for the longest duration in martial arts� history. And that was no way to quickly earn a black belt.
�How soon? And does no test mean free of charge?� Dad said.
�How soon will be hard to tell,� Mr. Notly said, �until I see your son�s technique...�
�What if I give a demonstration for you, Mr. Notly?� I asked. �If you like what you see, I begin as a yellow belt.�
Dad grinned at me, placed his hand on my shoulder, squeezed gently, and looked at Mr. Notly for an answer.
�You mean now?�
�Just give me a few minutes to stretch and I�ll be ready,� I said.
The workout area was small, rectangular, and walled with pine paneling. An American flag and a South Korean flag were tacked to the walls in the far left corner, and in front of them hung a heavily duct taped punching bag that was being attacked by a black woman with incredible muscles. She had a short Afro, and with every blow sweat flew off her glistening face. The floor was smooth, black concrete, onyx as the black woman�s skin. In the center of the workout area was an off-white canvas mat. I took off my shoes and socks and stepped onto the mat, which was thinly padded plywood raised a step off the floor.
I hadn�t intended on giving a demonstration, but since it was a brisk Saturday morning, I had worn my New Orleans Saints sweatpants and jersey, which were loose fitting like my gi.
Perfect for the form. That is, if I could remember the form straight through. It was only a few punches and kicks, but I wasn�t sure where my feet would end up. Stretching was something Mr. Bollars insisted that we do for fifteen minutes before we worked out. I wasn�t going to take that long, but I figured my taking time to stretch would show Mr. Notly I was no inexperienced neophyte. Plus, I needed the time to work the form through my head.
Rubin came to mind first. That bastard had taught me the form, taught it to me perfectly. But I was about to use his perfect teaching to blow Mr. Notly away and give him no choice but to begin me as a yellow belt. One, two, three, pivot; one, two, three, pivot; one, two...
Dad had his hands jammed into his back pockets and his eyes squinted as if he were looking into the sun. He was worried and didn�t think I could do it. �Take a deep breath and take your time, son.�
He said son, not boy. Maybe he had more confidence in me than I thought. I stood, the soles of my feet had a wet sheen of sweat, the same for my fists. The black woman, strong snorts coming through her nose, stopped hitting the bag and watched me; Mr. Notly, his arms crossed, and Dad stood in front of the punching bag.
I took a last deep breath and assumed the at-ready stance Mr. Bollars taught me. This meant no turning back; every move I made had to be perfect from here on out. And then it hit me: what if Mr. Notly doesn�t teach the same white-belt form? My down-blocks and punches and front-kicks would be wasted. He might even think me stupid. Not advanced enough to do anything more sophisticated. After all, with Mr. Notly�s collection of hard fought memorabilia, maybe he expected more of his students.
Unable to wait any longer, I counted one, two, three in my head, down-blocked, punched, and front-kicked, and when I finished my feet were behind the sweat imprint I had made from
standing and waiting so long. I looked to Dad. The grin was a full blown smile. Mr. Notly patted his tuft and stepped forward.
�That�s good forms technique,� Mr. Notly said. �But forms don�t fight back and tae kwon do is self-defense. If you spar against Jackie,� he pointed to the black woman, �and do well, you�ll start as a yellow belt. That sound fair?�
I looked to Dad, knowing for certain he�d not agree. I could hear him saying: My boy ain�t fighting no nigger bitch. Instead, he said: �You got some gear for my boy to wear?�
Mr. Notly walked to the back of the workout area where foam padded gloves and footprotectors hanged on the wall.
�Jackie Hathorn, glad to meet you.�
She removed her glove and shook my hand. Dad didn�t faint or curse. Her grip was strong, like a man�s, and a raised vein snaked down her bicep. This was no girl, no woman, no lady. Jackie joined Mr. Notly at the equipment, and Dad pulled me close and spoke into my ear: �That black bitch is as queer as a two dollar bill. I want you to fight her like a man. Jab her in the
face and keep your fist in her damn face. Make her fat lips fatter.�
While I strapped on my gear, Mr. Notly told us about Jackie: �She�s my number one redbelt.�
�But I�m your number one fighter,� she said, and flashed a smile, revealing a gold front tooth.
�That�s the truth,� Mr. Notly said. �Jackie can defeat any of my male students, and handily.�
�I was a cop in Detroit before I moved south�my bones couldn�t take the winters�and I used to deal with tougher characters on the street than what I face in here. Pimps with pistols, young brothers with knives. I�ve seen it all.�
�But now she only fights in the ring and for money,� Mr. Notly said.
�I�m gonna be the next Female Heavyweight World Champion Kick Boxer.�
I wasn�t sure if this were true, or if they simply wanted to psyche me out; make me begin again as a white belt and take an even longer time to earn my black belt�an even longer time to please Dad. No matter their motive, their tactics weren�t going to work. I might not defeat Jackie, but she was going to know she�d been in a fight. And so was Dad.
�Since neither of you is wearing a cup,� Mr. Notly said, �let�s stay away from kicks to the body. And, Jackie, remember Wesley doesn�t have a mouthpiece, so no knockout punches.� We
bowed to Mr. Notly, to each other, and then Mr. Notly said: �Begin.�
My legs, while strong from jumping on the trampoline, had lost their endurance for bouncing lightly during sparring. I began dancing around but soon found my feet flat and my face a sitting target for Jackie�s punches. Like lightening, three of them struck me, and I heard Dad yell: �Move and jab. Or at least move dammit.�
I did the latter, but Jackie followed, and so did her fists. She hit harder than Donnie and Rubin combined. I felt lucky to still be on my feet. My legs, I knew, were not in any condition to
help me move and stay away from Jackie. I�d have to stop and fight. The first break in her flurry of punches I stuck my left arm straight out, aiming for her face, but she deflected it. Instead of
bringing my arm back to my chest, I merely swung it back at her head, catching her on the ear.
The blow didn�t hurt her, but did annoy her. �Stop that shit and fight right,� she said through her mouthpiece.
Fight right? Right fighting was winning. So I kept my left arm extended at her face and moved toward her, crowded her, and to my surprise she retreated. Not hastily, but backward steps
were made. I increased the speed of my attack, waved my left arm as if to punch her; she dropped her guard, and I punched her with my right hand, landing squarely on her right eye. I even twisted my fist like Dad had shown me. Immediately she blocked my right arm down and I stole a quick jab to her nose with my left hand. Another aggravating blow. But my first one had done the most damage: it drew blood.
Jackie, with a deft lift of her lead leg, kicked me in the solar plexus. It landed above the family jewels, but it was a grazing blow that didn�t take full effect for a few moments. When it did, I doubled over, ducking a haymaker of a right hook; Jackie�s momentum threw her off balance and I performed a leg sweep, just like Rubin had done to me in the bathroom, and dropped her to her back. I pounced over her, ready to lay a few punches to her face for the kick to the nads, but Mr. Notly yelled: �Time.�
I stepped away from Jackie, who stood, wiped her blood and then looked at it with a dumbfounded expression. Mr. Notly directed us back to our spots and made us bow to each other and to him.
�What�d you think?� Dad asked.
�Your son is the first person at the dojo to make me bleed,� Jackie said. �And that goes for Mr. Notly, too. Wesley, you all right.� She raised her hand to me and I stared, as dumbfounded as she�d been moments earlier, before I understood she wanted to give me �five.� I held my hand out palm up and Jackie, gold tooth glaring, slapped hit hard, made it sting, then went off to the dressing room to bandage her cut.
�Any boy who can hit Jackie, much less draw blood, put on her back and then have the gall to jump on her, ready to finish the job, deserves to begin at a yellow belt.�
�You�re goddamn right,� Dad said, and clapped his hands once and winked at me. That canvas mat may have only been a step up, but when Dad showed me his approval, I felt as if I were on a ten-foot pedestal.
We didn�t go directly home. This was a victorious moment and we had to celebrate it the best way Dad knew how: steaks. On our drive to IGA, Dad said: �I�m proud of you, son. You handled yourself well back there, and I don�t just mean the fighting. You showed backbone and confidence speaking up for yourself to Notly. That�s what I�ve been preaching to you: take care of number one. Because if you don�t look out for yourself, no one else damn sure is.�
Dad looked at me, his face aglow with warmth�a rare picture. While it continued to glow, his face grew somber. �You know I don�t blame you for what happened. It�s that sonofabitching Rubin. He took advantage of you, of his position, his authority. You understand that, son?�
�Yes, sir,� I said.
�I�m proud you stuck with tae kwon do,� Dad said, parking the truck. We sat there with the engine running. �It teaches you coordination. Hell, I�ve seen you�re not flopping around like a beached whale no more, and that�s after only a couple of months of lessons. And you�re quicker too. Not the same slow-footed sow you were at the beginning of summer.�
Dad words, while rough and raw, were the best things I�d ever heard him say to me. I knew Dad, knew how he spoke, and this was as nice as it was going to get. I could live with that.
�That black dyke was tough wasn�t she.� Dad turned off the truck and got out. �She landed some powerful punches. But hell, if you can beat her, you can beat a man.� Dad put his arm around me and opened the grocery store door. �Let�s go get the thickest, bloodiest steak that A-rab�s got.�
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